Save Our Hub Campaign
(Cairns Mental Health Carers Support Hub)
Join your voice to those of other concerned FNQ families!
This sheet offers some suggestions and hints to help you contact your federal parliamentarian to lobby for a decision regarding future funding of the ‘Hub’.
Background:
The Cairns Mental Health Carers Support Hub (“the Hub”), an Australian First, was launched in October 2009, and is to close its doors to hundreds of families across Far North Queensland on 31st January 2011.  The Hub has been a vital and innovative addition to the Well Ways program (a family education service) run by Mental Illness Fellowship NQ Inc (“MIFNQ”).
The Hub has provided essential advice, counselling, referral and advocacy to families across Far North Queensland facing the challenges of loved ones suffering from mental illness.  
The Hub’s easily accessible ‘one stop shop’ approach has been a great success with families and services alike.  Amongst many achievements, it has seen a:
· threefold increase in family’s contacting the service;
· 300% increase in referrals from other services;
· 350% increase in referrals from the Hub to other service providers,  and
· a tenfold increase in our ability to provide counselling support to carers/families.
This service has been provided at an annual cost of only $160,000. 
The Hub was initially funded as a trial by the Commonwealth Government and if successful the model was to be implemented in other areas serviced by MIFNQ and perhaps become a model across the nation. But despite the Hub’s amazing success in helping Far North Queensland families, MIFNQ have been unable to secure a response regarding ongoing funding from the Federal Minister for Mental Health, the Hon. Mark Butler. 
CEO of the Fellowship, Andy Froggatt and Hub Manager, Adrianne Hicks met with Mr Butler during his recent  forum visit to Cairns but were unable to get a commitment from him regarding ongoing funding for the Hub.  In a Media Release from Mr Butler’s office on 23 December 2010 he spoke warmly of “Meeting with people affected by mental ill health and their carers” and hearing about their concerns, thoughts and ideas.  As Australia’s first National Mental Health Minister, he said “It (the forums) have been a very useful experience for me”.  But was he really listening?
Without a decision from Mr Butler, the State government is also holding off on making a decision regarding future funding for the Hub.  The Hub is in the middle of a political stalemate!  Yet, mental health has been identified as one of eight priority areas of health by the Gillard government and the development of the National Carer Strategy to recognise and support carers is continuing.  The Hub service model meets many of the recommendations from Who Cares …? Report on the inquiry into better support for carers released in April 2009.
Go to our website: http://www.mifa.org.au/cairns-mh-carers-support-hub for more information on the Hub and its aims and achievements.

Australian Government Structure
Australia has three levels of government and they are all responsible for different areas and initiatives, in relation to mental health these are:
	Federal 
	State 
	Local 

	Taxation 
Medical Benefits Scheme 
Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme 
Social Security 
Employment services 
Private health insurance 
National Health and Medical Research Council 
	Public hospitals 
Mental health services 
Public housing 
Professional registration boards 

	Home and community care
Rates and planning issues 



Federal Government background: 
The Federal Government is made up of the Senate and The House of Representatives.  There are a number of government departments responsible for various areas of mental health though we now have Mr Mark Butler as the Minister. 
The House of Representatives is where the Australian Government is formed and consists of 150 Members.  A large part of the role of the House of Representatives is to pass legislation or amend existing legislation. 
The Senate is one of the two Houses of the Australian Federal Parliament.  It consists of 76 Senators.  It has virtually equal power to make laws with the House of Representatives. 
Tips for advocating with politicians
Contacting a Federal Member of the House of Representatives or the Senate: 
· Each MP has an electorate office and published contact details 
· Contact can be made by letter, telephone call, email or personal attendance, generally by appointment 
· If you feel anxious or nervous, bring a family member/friend to accompany you 
· Remember that as a voter, you have a right to express your concerns, including those regarding the closure of the Hub 
· Remember that MPs are there to represent your interests to the Minister, the Government and/or the Department 
· When speaking to an MP (who is not a minister), he/she should be addressed as Mr, Ms, Mrs or Senator 
· In written communication to Ministers, the letter should be addressed as: 
Ministers - The Hon John Smith MP “Dear Minister” 
Minister for Health 
Members of Parliament - Mr John Smith MP “Dear Mr Smith” 
Members of the Senate - Senator Maria Papas “Dear Senator Papas” 
· Do not assume that MPs know about or understand mental illnesses 
· It is important to personalise your letter, however it should be kept to the point (see attached examples). 
· Ensure that you include your personal contact details in your letter (and/or take business cards etc to your meeting) 
· Be clear about what you wish to achieve from your contact with the MP 
· Request a response 
· Follow-up if you don’t receive a reply or if the reply is unsatisfactory
· If the outcome is good, write a note of thanks 
Meeting with politicians 
· Prepare! Think about how you want to present your thoughts and experiences of the Hub. Refer to the information above.
· Decide beforehand what you’d like to happen and work towards it (be realistic) 
· Write this down clearly with background and examples (both personal stories and any statistics etc), as well as exactly what you are seeking from the meeting. Give the politician (or their staff) copies of this document 
· Make sure your issues are linked to the broader public interest – obviously with 20% of the population having a mental illness, better mental health is in the interests of all Australians
· Remember the Federal Government has Carers as a priority too 
· Be brief and limit the number of requests you make. 
· Be polite and courteous to all people involved especially office staff as they can have a lot of influence. Thank them all for their time 
· After the meeting, follow up with a letter explaining any actions you have taken since and ask for their progress update also.
Other things you can do
· Meet with State members to express your concerns
· Write to your local newspaper
· Talk about the Hub with a variety of people – e.g. friends, neighbours and colleagues. Get them involved. Remember, they never know when they might need the service.
· Make calls to talk-back radio
· Write a letter to the Editor of the Cairns Post
Remember
· Your effort does make a difference and it is a worthy cause
· 20% of people have a mental illness. Most have a family 
SAMPLE LETTERS (use as much or as little of this content as you wish) 	Example 1)
Date: 
The Hon. Jo Bloggs, MP 
(Address) 

Dear Minister, 
Re: Closure of the Cairns Mental Health Carers Hub.
My son, aged 19 was diagnosed with schizophrenia twelve months ago. The effects of his illness made it impossible for him to continue his employment and he was subsequently dismissed. 
After six months of hospital admissions and various medication trials, my son was discharged back to our care where he has remained.  He receives occasional visits from mental health services and is trying to find work with assistance from Worklink.
The last few years have been difficult for my son and for us all as a family.  At first we didn’t know what was wrong, just that something was.  When he was diagnosed with Schizophrenia we were shattered. This couldn’t be happening to us.  Fortunately, someone told us to go to Mental Illness Fellowship NQ’s Carers Hub in Cairns.  It saved our lives.  Having someone who understood our individual and collective needs; who could provide information that was relevant and understandable; who could support and guide us through the maze of services, saved our lives and our sanity.
We are doing ‘OK’ now, but I worry about others who are or will be, where we were twelve months ago. How will they survive if there is no Hub?  Will they just be added to the statistics of families and carers who have broken down physically and mentally? 
For just $160,000 the Hub could continue for another 12 months, giving time for the Federal Government to clarify its support options for carers of people with mental illness.  The Cairns Mental Health Carers Hub’s innovation and responsiveness to our needs should be a used as a model for all other areas across Australia.
Then Hub is due to close on 31st January.  Please don’t let this happen. 
I look forward to your response, 
Yours faithfully, 


Name
Address
Phone: (optional) 
Example 2)
Date: 
Mr Brian Jones, MP 
(Address) 

Dear Mr ………, 
Re: Closure of the Cairns Mental Health Carers Hub.
I am writing with regards to keeping the Cairns Mental Health Carers Hub operating after 31st January 2011 to continue its support of families and people who have a mental illness. 
When she was a teenager, my daughter Jayne started ‘cutting’ and I was alarmed.  She would stay in her room pretty much the whole time and changed from a sunny happy kind of person to being grumpy and withdrawn often on a daily basis.  I have other children so I know that teenagers can be a bit like that anyway, but this was extreme and I did not know what to do.  At first I suspected drugs but she hardly ever went out and she assured me she wasn’t taking anything. 
I know there are lots of organisations and help lines and so on, but I still did not know where to turn.  The hospital services told me she wasn’t unwell enough for them, but still she kept getting angry and making a mess of her arms!  I took her to our local GP who suggested it may be a mental illness.  This led to a couple of years of going to various professionals, including psychiatrists, trying to work out what was wrong. 
I felt like I was flying blind. I wished I could have had more knowledge of what to do and how to help, and how the systems work etc. Much later I found the Cairns Mental Health Carers Hub run by Mental Illness Fellowship NQ. The staff where were amazing.  They were experienced professionals who also had their own family experiences of mental illness, so they really knew where I was coming from. Not only did they help me to understand my daughter’s condition, they also helped us to link with the right services for both of us.  I just wish I had known about the Carers Hub earlier. 
For an annual cost of $160,000 (half the cost of a very modest house in FNQ), you could ensure many many other family carers could be helped as I was.  
Looking forward to your response, 
Yours faithfully, 


Name
Address
Phone: (optional) 
