Australian PTSD Awareness Day Raises Hopes

Last Saturday, Australia's second National PTSD Awareness Day brought 1000 PTSD diehards onto the shores of Lake Burley Griffin, the centrepiece of the nation's capital, Canberra.

Among them were many of the movers and shakers in the political, medical and frontlines of the fight for greater awareness and effective interventions for post traumatic stress disorder.

The mere fact that an event organised by a tiny group of volunteers could assemble such a powerful array of decision-makers was enough to kick up our hopes that maybe we really can bring changes to the systems currently failing our people.

Key indicators included 

= the State Health Minister acknowledging the reality of the disorder and urging wider education, 

= a senior health official declaring PTSD to be 'a medical condition, not a weakness', 

= the Australian Minister for Veterans Affairs and the Australian Defence Force's Health commander acknowledging PTSD as the major mental health issue in the services, and outlining systems to improve screening, and

= attendance by the senior officers of several emergency services.

And just as encouraging was the community support. Donations of time, expertise, equipment and funding came from some of our primary target groups, other community organisations with a vested intrest in PTSD, companies unrelated to the health industry, as well as individuals.

Promotions for the event brought in inquiries from around the country - and several international - about how they could get involved or bring a similar event to their region next year.

There is a groundswell happening here, folks! Now we just need to capitalise on it.

We're a community group called Picking Up The Peaces. The spelling is a play on words prompted by the man - a peacekeeper deployed to the Solomon Islands riots in 2006 - whose condition inspired the campaign. Our members come from a variety of backgrounds, including nursing, military, public, police, and emergency services.

Auspiced by the local (and later, national) Vietnam & Veterans Federation, we have estabklished working links with a number of mental health organisations, including delivering 'lived experience' talks on PTSD to senior high school and college students. 

Last year we created a 5 Year Plan, deciding to focus on what we call 'the uniforms' - police, fire brigade, rural fire services, ambulance, defence and state emergency services personnel. They're more easily reached than the isolated road accident, rape, abuse etc victims, but the intention is that those individuals will later benefit from the systems we establish among the uniforms.

Our primary role is raising awareness, largely through education. But we've also trialled other methods such as having 13 people walk the Kokoda Trail in Papua New Guinea. The Trail was where Australian troops inflicted Japan's only land-based defeat in World War 11, a tough 100km walk that has claimed 7 lives already this year.

Where to from here? We're self-funded, and we're trying to run this campaign around commmitments like jobs and families, which is limiting. The encouragement from those involved in this awareness day, though, has lifted our aspirations, so a primary consideration is how to crank up a professional organisation that not only raises awareness more effctively, but also pays the bills.

We're working on it! Andn I'm sure there's a lot of scope to collaborate with similar groups around the globe. We'd certainly love to hear from you!

Our website is at www.pickingupthepeaces.org.au. You can contact us through info@pickingupthepeaces.org.au or FACEBOOK LINK

