PTSD Symptoms May Save Lives

Medical and political leaders yesterday called on Australians to learn to recognise the basic symptoms of post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

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, joined in Canberra to urge 'ordinary people' to accept that PTSD is diagnosed in more than 1.4 million Australians in any one year.

“PTSD exists, and it is treatable,” Ms Gallagher said. “It can happen to anyone, and something as simple as knowing what to look for after someone has been through a terrifying experience can save lives.”

Other speakers at the 2nd National PTSD Awareness Day in Kings Park said that despite systems designed to minimise its occurrence and identify those suffering, people commonly led degraded lives because the disorder was not diagnosed.

National and international studies showed repeatedly that ignorance and stigma delayed treatment in too many cases, and yet early detection and early treatment were vital.

Dr Lambeth said that while war, terrorism and natural disasters were high profile causes of the disorder, “Let's not forget ordinary people”.

“Motor vehicle accidents are still the biggest cause of PTSD in our community. Yet the individuals involved have probably never heard of PTSD. They don't know what it looks like, and they don't have peer groups to compare notes with. Regrettably, they can go undiagnosed for weeks, months, years, and sometimes even decades.

“The impact on their lives and on the lives of  their families can be profound. The medical professionals can only go so far, and the bulk of the care falls to family members.

“The hidden danger is that the families themselves are badly affected. Carers need to take real care of themselves, too, because the stress they live under can lead to depression and anxiety that's every bit as bad as those they started out caring for.

“The earlier PTSD is detected, the more chance there is of minimising the dislocations of life that otherwise ensue.”

Dr Lambeth said that another major reason PTSD damaged family lives and careers was stigma.

“Whether it's someone else's incomplete understanding of the condition, or the individual's fear of publicly admitting to PTSD, stigma can play a huge role in prolonging pain and suffering.

“PTSD is not a weakness. It is a medical condition, and it needs to be treated as such.”

Mr Griffin and Cdre Walker outlined the importance Veterans' Affairs and the Australian Defence Force place on detection and treatment of the disorder. 2006 Young Australian of the Year Trisha Broadbridge spoke about how  PTSD brought on by the Boxing Day tsunami  affected her life, and entertainer Normie Rowe told how war-caused PTSD had almost ended his life in 2001.

He called for one minute of silence in memory of those who have taken their lives as a result of post traumatic stress disorder.

Police horses then led 1000 members of State Emergency Services, Rural Fire Service, Defence, veteran, police and public in a walk around Lake Burley Griffin to help stomp out the stigma of PTSD. 

Vietnam Veterans & Veterans Federation choir Veterans Voices, and local band Loose Connections, provided entertainment, Mental Illness Education ACT provided information on a range of mental illnesses.

More information on PTSD at:

http://pickingupthepeaces.org.au/

http://sane.org.au/

http://www.acpmh.unimelb.edu.au/
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Caption: Police horses lead members of State Emergency Services, Rural Fire Service, Defence, veteran, police and public in a walk around Lake Burley Griffin to help stomp out the stigma of PTSD. 
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