PTSD Awareness Day Raises the Profile

What a blast! The Second National PTSD Awareness Day on 10 October attracted twice as many people as last year, and networking, credibility and profile of the disorder got a huge boost.

Defence and ACT emergency services sent some of their top people, and there were hundreds of members from Defence (including the Federation Guard), SES, and RFS in uniform flying the flag. VV&VF veterans, police - including the Police Post-Trauma Support Group from Wilberforce, volunteers and horses - fire brigade, Salvation Army and ordinary people swelled the ranks.

Medical and political leaders used the occasion to call on Australians to learn to recognise the basic symptoms of post traumatic stress disorder.

The Clinical Director of Acute Services in the ACT, Dr Len Lambeth, the Australian Minister for Veterans Affairs, Mr Alan Griffin, ACT Health Minister Ms Katy Gallagher, and the Acting Commander Joint Health, Australian Defence Force, Commodore Robyn Walker, urged 'ordinary people' to accept that PTSD is diagnosed in more than 1.4 million Australians in any one year.

It's the message Picking Up The Peaces has been sending since they began. 'Ordinary people' - families, workmates and GPs - are best placed to see the changes wrought by trauma and push their loved ones to seek help.

Openly acknowledging PTSD - "It's an illness, not a weakness," Dr Lambeth said - will also help overcome the self-imposed stigma that prevents many people from seeking help. 

This is particularly pertinent to today's Afghanistan veterans. Veterans Affairs Minister Griffin said 28,000 of Australia's 50,000 Vietnam veterans have been diagnosed with mental illnesses, overwhelmingly PTSD. That's 56%. Yet Defence says Afghanistan veterans with PTSD are running at 0.6%. 

The Director of the Australian Centre for Posttraumatic Mental Health, Professor Mark Creamer, says the numbers don't change that much - we're in for a tidal wave of diagnoses. So long as these young veterans can be persuaded to seek help.

VV&VF was one of the major support elements that helped make this year's Awareness Day such a success. Veterans Voices opened proceedings, the foodvan and stalls provided valuable services to the 1000 people who turned up, and the office was pivotal in organision and promotion.

Quite a few members found time to meet and talk with Patron and guest speaker Normie Rowe. Normie said plainly that PTSD caused him to attempt to take his own life in 2001. Thankfully, he failed, but he spent many weeks in hospital. He called for a minute's silence in memory of those PTSD has killed.

The number of other organisations who provided time, expertise, funds and contributions in kind to the event was immense. In fact, the way the community got behind the Awareness Day, and the campaign, was inspiring. The need for this campaign and its value to the community, was underlined at every turn.

Attendees were also surveyed on their experience with PTSD. This is part of a project to gather hard data which will be used to further the campaign. If you have not already done so, click on the link on the Federation or Picking Up the Peaces websites and go complete the online version. Every response counts. 

Organisers will now analyse what worked and what didn't, with a view to templating the organisation required to stage such an event. That will be made available to people who already want to stage their own events in other states.

So if you have any suggestions on how to make the 3rd PTSD Awareness Day bigger, better and more effective, please let PUTP know - See Laurie Drake, email info@pickingupthepeaces.org.au or phone Kate Tonacia at 0410 900 433.

