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ABSTRACT

In May 2006 a group of concerned Toowoomba citizens met to discuss the support system in Toowoomba for sufferers of depression, their families, and friends. Research showed that these services could be enhanced. We became an Incorporated Association in November 2006. 

The Depression Support Network (Toowoomba) Inc (DSN) is a consumer driven, peer support Network working out of Toowoomba reaching into nearby districts. The concept of peer support we have designed is structured and holistic, building self esteem and supporting recovery through

· Education: individually, in the community and workplace, breaking down stigma and developing understanding of depression.

· Individual and group support through a drop-in resource centre and support groups.

· Advocacy in the community and personally, to promote recovery, social inclusion and human rights. 

· Training to ensure the quality of the service we offer. Very few of our members have formal qualifications. However, we need to ensure the highest possible positive outcomes for all.

· Networking with government and non government agencies, aiming to achieve coordination of services. 

In surrounding areas, we aim to empower local people to enable the development of appropriate supports in their communities.  We believe our service is unique as most peer support comes from a medical model and is not consumer driven and controlled. Because of this, we are flexible in meeting the needs of individuals and their communities. We strongly value our autonomy. This affects our funding; a constraint we are happy to accept.

The DSN is increasingly recognized and respected, giving us greater access and opportunity to respond to new and interesting challenges. We are open to opportunities as presented over time, considering our response in each case. We are able to do this because of our autonomy as a Consumer driven peer support network.

Consumer Driven Holistic Peer Support in Rural Queensland

INCLUDES POWERPOINT PRESENTATION + ANIMATION WITYH AUDIO TRACK.
CONSUMER DRIVEN, HOLISTIC PEER SUPPORT

IN RURAL QUEENSLAND

PRESENTED BY CLARE LINTON AND JANET JONES
BLUE SCREEN.
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The Depression Support Network (Toowoomba) Inc (DSN) is a consumer driven, holistic peer support Network operating out of Toowoomba reaching into nearby districts. The concept of peer support we have designed is structured and holistic, building self-esteem and supporting recovery through fostering hope by sharing lived experiences. We as consumers work face to face with clients knowing that people will arrive in various states of health just as we ourselves have experienced. 
· We believe our service is unique as other support that was available came from a medical model and was not consumer driven and controlled. The medical model is lead by the clinician. In our model, the client and DSN identify the range of the client’s needs and discuss ways in which these needs can be met. Because of this we are able to take a very innovative approach in meeting the needs of individuals and their communities. We strongly value our autonomy. This affects our funding; a constraint we happy to accept. 

WHO WE ARE
SLIDE #4
· We operate a non-clinical model.

· We are a not-for-profit organisation offering all our services free of charge except for a nominal fee for some workshops. 
· The DSN is staffed and run by Volunteers and Helpers; none of us is paid except in tea and coffee. Our volunteers offer their time and skills as they are able, some offering up to 35 hours a week. The total hours offered per week by our volunteers can be as high as 100 hours a week. We are hoping to be able to employ our first staff in the near future. We prefer to think that we work without payment not because we are worthless, but because we are priceless.
· We are a non-government organisation

PHILOSOPHY – MISSION STATEMENT AND MOTTO
SLIDE #5
The philosophy of DSN is summed up in the mission statement and motto. Our abbreviated mission statement reads thus

· To support and educate people in our community affected by depression by building a network of caring people

· We use our motto to constantly remind ourselves and others that “There is always hope, You are not alone”. This helps to combat the loneliness and isolation that is part of depression. Our aim is to be available for each other and for our clients as needed.

WHERE WE STARTED 
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In May 2006 a group of concerned Toowoomba citizens lead by Max Meiklejohn and Dan McCabe met in Jilly's, a local cafe to discuss the support system in Toowoomba for sufferers of depression, their families, and friends. Research showed that these services could be enhanced. We became an Incorporated Association in November 2006. We opened our first resource centre in a small shop in the Bell St Mall in Toowoomba's Central Business District in early 2007. We moved to much better facilities in the Spiritus Hall in the end of 2007. We are currently in a partnership agreement with Spiritus Social Services Toowoomba and greatly appreciate their generous support of our work.

JANET’S STORY 
SLIDE #7
My first contact with DSN was in early 2007 just prior to the move to the Bell St Mall. At the time I was very ill. I had just left my job as a primary school teacher working with students with disabilities, most of whom had a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder. I was unable to care for myself adequately. At DSN, others would make my coffee, listen to my story, allow me to be however I was on that day and provide a safe place for me to fill my day and meet people. They were able to distract me from my own issues, helping me to see a little of the world beyond my own illness. As time went on I was gradually able to take a more active role and I remember the day I attempted to make a cuppa for others. I got their orders very mixed up, but they drank it anyway with good grace. At time went on, and with their support, I was able to take a greater role and am now the secretary of the Management Committee and enjoy my work as a volunteer in the Resource centre. I go into the Resource Centre almost every day and find as I support others, they in turn support me. We gain strength from and give strength to each other as we progress along our individual roads to recovery.

WHAT WE ARE DOING NOW 
SLIDE #8
These are the 5 main stands in the service we currently offer.  

Clare will discuss each of these in turn.
· Education
· Support
· Advocacy
· Training
· Networking
CLARE LINTON
EDUCATION 
SLIDE#9

· Education is an important factor in overcoming depression.  We offer education in the community, individually and in groups, which helps to break down the stigma of mental illness and develops an understanding of depression. 
· We offer both formal and informal education.  Informally, through the talking and relating we do with others and formally in, several areas- 

· A short information session is included in each support group.
· We engage in public speaking in schools and in the community where we offer this service to any group who is interested. 
· We advertise through the media, not just for our own events, but also giving information about depression. 
· Our Resource Centre has a library of books, DVDs and articles that are available to loan to members, clients and their families. 
· The forums and workshops we hold for the public present a range of issues and speakers. The topics have ranged from information about medication, diagnosis and treatment to relationships, sexuality, finances and self-expression through art.

SUPPORT

SLIDE #10

· There are a number of ways that we provide support, both to individuals and groups.

· One of these is through our drop-in resource centre at Spiritus that is open 5 mornings a week.  We provide individual support to clients who come into our Resource Centre by offering them a cuppa and spending time with them identifying and discussing their issues and needs. If we find that any of their needs are beyond what we can help with, we look for information about and links with other services and resources to offer them.
· Our support group meetings are held several times each month. In these meetings we aim to reinforce the message that “There is always hope and you are not alone.”   These groups are a place where people who are experiencing similar life journeys can come together to listen to each other and give support to others. The accepting atmosphere of these groups is emphasised by our confidentiality statement and provides a safe place for people to share their stories, grow and recover. 
· Two of our staff are available for people to call for help at any hour of the day or night and their phone numbers are on all of our literature. 
· The DSN website has an auto response page which people can use to contact us. Responses sent from this page are automatically forwarded to our e-mail and we can contact these people in the way they would like us to. 
· Our workshops are often another way in which we are able to support our members, clients and the public. In surrounding towns, we aim to empower local people to enable the development of appropriate supports in their communities.

ADVOCACY
SLIDE #11

· Through community and personal advocacy we aim to promote recovery, social inclusion, dignity and human rights.  

· We are part of groups advocating with government organisations to improve services and facilities for people with mental illness.  We have been able to advocate individually for members with Centrelink and in legal situations, including court.
TRAINING
SLIDE #12

Very few of our staff and volunteers have formal medical or clinical qualifications. Much of our understanding as Peer Support Workers is drawn from personal experience and this is complimented and enhanced by the appropriate training we provide, such as Mental Health First Aid and the Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training Program.  This has ensured positive outcomes for all in a peer support environment for DSN workers and those we deal with.

NETWORK
SLIDE #13

We network with government and non government agencies, aiming to achieve better coordination of services and to avoid duplication. We have been able to draw up partnership agreements with several other organisations to enable us to work effectively together in Toowoomba and surrounding rural areas. 
We also network with organisations locally and in Brisbane so that we can ensure our service is effective and efficient. We do this by attending networking meetings and also by attending and becoming part of the management committees where appropriate. As a result we are able to draw on the resources of other organisations and offer them our resources in return. Networking also happens on a level where individuals are connected with other organisations through DSN. In the past we have been able to network people to employment agencies, housing agencies, Toowoomba Clubhouse and Toowoomba Older Men’s Network to name a few.
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This is a diagram that shows how people come into the Toowoomba Depression Support Network.  Our clients have come to us via professional, private or self-referral and connect with us through one of these doorways. 

You will see that there are four doors. 
· One is the drop in centre, where people can come in for a cuppa and a chat and relate face to face with us. 
· The next door is support group meetings through which people can interact with others. 
· Many people enter though our public education programs that give information about depression and the services we offer. 
· Our website is another entry point for those who are comfortable with technology.  
CLARE'S STORY
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I first became aware of the Toowoomba Depression Support Network when a girlfriend of mine asked if I would go to an information evening on depression because she didn't want to go by herself.  
It was a forum that DSN put on where they had a pharmacist, a psychiatrist and a lady who had suffered from depression were all speaking.  I found the evening good and could tell by the questions from the audience that there was a lot of information people wanted and a real need for more of this kind of education in the community.  
My friend and I went along to the support group meetings in the following months and we felt very comfortable about getting involved with the organisation and the individuals who were part of it.  18 months later, she is now married to one of those people.
My depression had been stable for a while but when I started to struggle with it again, it was more than helpful to have these relationships and support already in place.  As I was able to, I took on small jobs helping out that came up in the office and other areas of DSN and now I am a part of the management committee and also facilitate the Friday support group meetings.

One of the things that impressed me most about the Toowoomba Depression Support Network was the character of the people who were involved and the culture of authenticity, responsiveness and the healthy relationships that had been established within the organisation.  This ethos has been carefully maintained and is central to how we function.  IT IS A PLACE WHERE PEOPLE CAN GO TO, NO MATTER HOW THEY ARE FEELING BECAUSE THEY KNOW THEY WILL BE ACCEPTED.  

Toowoomba DSN was recently pointed to as a role model for similar organisations, as the structure shows a great deal of integrity in the underpinning support it provides for those who work there.  This is essential for any consumer staffed and driven and organisation to address – we must realise how important it is to look after our workers when illness is involved.
JANET JONES
MAX'S VISION
SLIDE #16
DSN was the vision of a man who could not find the support he needed as he attempted to recover from depression. His vision was to develop a model that could be duplicated easily by groups in other areas to support people in their own communities who suffer from depression. He envisioned a model that supported them as whole people. Depression affects every area of who we are as people; physical, emotional, mental and spiritual and each of these aspects needs attention if we are to recover. This included consideration of all those affected by an individual's illness, including their friends, family and community. Max was supported by a group of close friends and concerned citizens who also saw the needs and believed in the vision. In spite of changing personnel, the vision is still clear and continuing. 

WHO BENEFITS? 
SLIDE #17
· MEMBERS Some of our past members have progressed on their road to recovery and been able to go into employment. Max has become well enough to visit his daughter in England, a trip he has planned for many years. We were very excited when two of our members married in February! Those who have been involved in DSN in the past, still feel a strong alliance with us. We see this as an indication of the impact DSN has had on their lives. The majority of our members begin as clients and will often become volunteers as they regain strength.

· CLIENTS Our clients benefit by having a safe place to come and discuss their issues and to regain their social skills and confidence. In 2008, 3 of our clients told us that they are still alive due to the support they received through the DSN. We regularly discuss issues such as self-harm and suicide, offering a place where there is no stigma attached to this aspect of depression. Many of our clients report that this helps them feel accepted and valued. As volunteers and clients together we are able to face these issues in a clearer light of reason and thereby move beyond these dark places. 

· COMMUNITY Costs to the community due to depression include amongst many others- financial losses in the work place and health care, emotional losses in families and friendships ... We strive to diminish these costs and losses by assisting people on their road to recovery and supporting them as they resume a more functional lifestyle. We strive to break down stigma in the community by openly raising the topic of depression and related issues through our various education programs.

· VOLUNTEERS benefit as they share their experiences with others. There is real strength to be developed in helping others. As we help others, we help ourselves. We sometimes say we are like a bundle of sticks, individually we might be frail, but if we stand together holding each other, we are so much stronger. This builds our confidence and self esteem.

CLARE LINTON

DIFFICULTIES AND SOLUTIONS
SLIDE #18

Some of the difficulties we have experienced with this model and possible solutions are:

· ILL HEALTH It is a reality in peer support that we can at times become unwell. This is when the strong relationships between our members are most valued. 
We are able to support each other in many ways. For example, when I am unwell, I need to take a break for a few days and frequently get a text message to see if I’m ok and offers from others to cover my duties.  Janet was saying that at times, she has had to “hide away” and has found a bunch of flowers on her doorstep.
The staff at DSN are aware of how others are going and keep an eye out for each other to ensure that the centre can remain open and that the various activities can continue.  This means that we need to know not just our own role but that of others, so we can assist as needed. Team work is greatly valued and encouraged.  It is one of the true strengths of our organisation.
· DUAL DIAGNOSIS Depression is frequently not the only difficulty our clients will face. Many have a dual diagnosis of another mental or physical illness or have some other disability or difficulty. 
We support people with a variety of issues including asperger's syndrome, cancer and schizophrenia form psychosis.  Many of our members and clients have faced life tragedies such as abuse, relationship breakdown and grief over a significant loss or death. 
We believe we must support people holistically, as one aspect of a person cannot be separated from another. This poses a challenge for us as peer support workers. We draw on each other's knowledge and experience as well as from other organisations, professionals and research.

· FUNDING is an issue for any organisation like ours. We strongly value our autonomy as a consumer driven organisation. We are committed to maintaining control of our own organisation. 
In order to maintain this, we apply for grants so that we can submit an application clearly outlining our own priorities and directions. This can at times be restrictive; however, we have gone from a budget in early 2007 of nothing.  We used office items that others had donated or rejected and consumables were bought out of members own pockets.  In contrast to that, our budget for the coming financial year is in excess of $40 000. This will probably go close to $50 000 as we apply for funding for specific projects.

· FACILITIES were quite an issue in the past; we are currently using serviced office space in Spiritus Social services in Toowoomba and for this valuable and generous support, we are extremely grateful to them. However we are very close to outgrowing this facility and will need to carefully monitor our needs to allow for continued growth.
JANET JONES

GUIDING PRINCIPLES
SLIDE# 19
Our overriding principle (as you will have gathered by now) is that we are a consumer driven network, and we provide holistic peer support in our community which is in rural Queensland
We started small with a big vision. Max’s vision- our vision is only just beginning. It is like a seed that is starting to sprout. But it is strong and growing well. 

By encouraging and supporting one another, we develop sound relationships. We bring our friends along, we make new friends. My depression had told me that I did not need friends- I was just not a friend kind of person. But DSN changed that.
The key factor underpinning DSN is the relationships we develop and share. We understand the vital role of these relationships and work hard enjoying each other’s company and working our way through issues that arise.

CLARE LINTON AND JANET JONES

PHOTOS OF DSN VOLUNTEERS: SLIDE #20
INFORMAL COMMENTS
CLARE LINTON
CONCLUSION
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As we share the good and the difficult times with others in the group, we learn to live out our motto: that “There IS always hope and we are NOT Alone.”

The DSN is increasingly recognized and respected, giving us greater access and opportunity to respond to new and interesting challenges. We are open to opportunities and challenges as presented over time, carefully considering our response in each case. We are able to do this because of our autonomy as a Consumer driven holistic peer support network.
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ANIMATION WITH AUDIO TRACK Toowoomba Depression Support Network Tree.
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