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COMMUNITY SERVICES EXCELLENCE AWARDS 

Statement 

HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [9.39 pm]: Members may recall that on 4 May I spoke about the 
Older Women’s Network, and Ruth Kershaw who established the group in 1992. Members may recall also I 
mentioned that one of the group’s particular initiatives was the establishment of a theatre group that has 
performed around Western Australia. When the group started, all the members were over 60 years of age. Of 
course many are now much older than that. I said also on 4 May that the group had been nominated as a finalist 
in the Community Services Excellence Awards, which were presented on 13 May on the middle day of the 
Western Australian Council of Social Service conference. The Older Women’s Network was nominated in 
category 1, which is the category for volunteer-based organisations. The wonderful news is that the Older 
Women’s Network won that category, and Ruth Kershaw was obviously delighted. This is certainly an award 
that recognises the work not only of volunteers such as these people, but also of all those who make a significant 
difference to families, individuals and communities. That contribution was recognised with the award, which 
also included a Lotterywest grant of $5 000. 

Another group that was nominated but in a different category was Wanslea Family Services. I would like to 
speak a little about why Wanslea was nominated. I attest to the wonderful work that Wanslea does, having once 
been a member of the board. Wanslea Family Services was nominated in the category of “large group 
organisations” and it was nominated for its program called Children of Parents with a Mental Illness, known as 
COPMI for short. I would like to tell members a little about that program, which is extremely important. 
Although Wanslea did not win in that category, it is important that I bring to the attention of the house that it was 
a finalist and why it was a finalist. 

The program that Wanslea established for children of parents with a mental illness, as members can imagine, is 
for a group that has had little attention except in recent years. Children of parents with mental illness were some 
of the most unseen members of the community. Wanslea started this program in 2006 to assist children of 
parents with a mental illness as well as their families. The program was funded by the mental health division of 
the Department of Health of Western Australia, which is now part of the Mental Health Commission. Initially 
the area that the program focused on was the South Metropolitan Region, including Bentley, Armadale–
Kelmscott, Fremantle, Peel, Rockingham and Kwinana. More recently the Mental Health Commission has 
acknowledged the importance of the service to this group of children and their families, and has extended it to 
the northern metropolitan suburbs. The program provides mental health education, counselling and support to 
families, as well as community education, and has a strong emphasis on the development of collaborative 
working relationships with both government and non-government mental health and welfare organisations. 

Additional federal funding has also been obtained, and that has created opportunities for the provision of a peer 
support holiday activity as well as group work programs for children and young people during term time. As 
members can imagine, these children have—apart from the responsibility that often goes with having a parent 
with a mental illness—at times been rather isolated because their circumstances mean that they feel less able to 
bring their friends home perhaps and, obviously, there is stigma that can attach to having a parent who arrives at 
the school and does not interact with other parents or with the teaching staff in the way that a parent without a 
mental illness would. 

When the peer support holiday programs are held, they provide opportunities for these children to interact with 
other children in a similar situation, to share their experiences and to develop relationships that are ongoing so 
that they can rely on each other and stay in touch. An analysis of the program has led to results showing both a 
decrease in social isolation and the development of a feeling of belonging and a sense of identity. These children 
and young people on the peer support holiday programs are able to talk openly about mental illness in a way that 
dispels some of the stigma, and are provided also with information and education about mental illness. 

Wanslea has also introduced some challenging activities into the forum. These involve outback and rock-
climbing activities that often lead to children developing a sense of positive self-esteem because they have taken 
on and achieved a challenge outside their comfort zone. Last year the children involved produced a DVD in 
which they discussed their life experiences. While I was a board member I saw that DVD, which is very 
impressive and very moving. The DVD has been presented at national and international conferences as well as at 
local workshops and seminars. The formation of a user consultative group has assisted staff at Wanslea with the 
production of an information booklet that can be provided to children when they enter this program. This work 
has been conducted with children and young people already in the COPMI program and was formally 
recognised, obviously, through this nomination of Wanslea as a finalist in the 2010 Community Services 
Excellence Awards. This most recent development in the program has been part of a partnership between 
Wanslea, People with Lived Experience of Mental Illness and Ruah Inreach. The partnership engages in capacity 
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building and training within the mental health sector and offers workshops for families in the South Metropolitan 
Region, all of which aim to enhance family resilience and the capacity to cope with their situation and strengthen 
their family relationships. 

I want to place on the record that Wanslea Family Services was a finalist and a very worthy finalist, and I 
commend the members of Wanslea for the amazing work that is done in the program.  
 


