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A conference is only as good as those who participate in it and I want to acknowledge that whilst MHCC has put the structure in place it will be up to all of us present to make this conference a valuable contribution to promoting the principles of social inclusion in NSW. 
The conference has been structured to allow opportunity for high levels of participation from those of you keen to do so and I will talk to you more about this and the conference structure in a minute.
I hope you all have your social inclusion pins. This image is one being adopted by MHCC to promote social inclusion. 
I think it works as an image not just in relation to the mental health sector but more generally as representing social inclusion for all. 
In this first plenary session we want to achieve 3 things:
1. Introduce you to the draft MHCC position paper 
Social Inclusion: Its importance to mental health 
2. Tell you about the objectives and structure of the conference and
3. Do some visioning around what our sector has to offer, some of the challenges, what we need to set in place and where we might want to be in 5 or so years time. 

To help me in this task you will hear from :

· Heidi Freeman who will speak to you broadly about headway in various aspects of workforce development
· Tina Smith more specifically on training and the mental health NGO Learning and Development Unit currently being established by MHCC to support  learning content and career pathways in the sector and also …

· Jonine Penrose –Wall who will do some future visioning  for us around establishment of a stronger research evaluation and development base for our sector

First up – why this conference? 
What do we want to get out of it? 
I guess the broad answer to that is to increase awareness of the effects of social inclusion as it relates to mental health. 
And by raising general awareness support the shift in thinking required to get a better, more relevant, and more useful mix of services and opportunities to people with mental health problems 
and - equally important we would like to see NGOs consider embracing social inclusion as the overarching framework under which they operate. 
Social inclusion has important implications for how NGOs are perceived as part of the social fabric and how as NGOs we articulate our own roles and purpose. 
Some of you may feel that social inclusion has always been at the heart of NGO endeavor in mental health - and I would largely agree - but I would also say that we need to get much better at understanding, claiming and promoting our role within it. 

A danger in the current environment, is that in the face of increased competitive tendering and service provision via contract to government agencies we run the risk of  loosing some of the claims we have to being vehicles of social inclusion. 

It is difficult to be open, flexible and responsive in meeting community need when contract obligations and deliverables are tightly controlled inhibiting opportunities to be responsive to local needs. 
Looking at this issue from another angle – 

To a large extent the way our society has understood and managed mental illness has been dominated by the medical paradigm in which peoples experience is broken up into symptoms which are then treated with medical interventions – most frequently - medication. 
And to some extent, for some people this has worked for symptom management. 

However what we have learned from the consumer led recovery approach is the understanding that symptom reduction is only an aspect of what is needed to lead a fulfilling life. 
Recovery from mental illness is about each individual understanding what works for them. 
Some people would prefer to develop ways of living with voices rather than take medications that take away their creativity and motivation. For others, understanding when to take medication is all important, and still others want a mix of therapies including narrative or spiritual or behavioral approaches. 
This wont be news to many of you of course but what often gets lost here and the real complexity of working as NGOs in the mental health area is that as we rightly focus on the individual recovery process we can tend to neglect to articulate and give due weight to the importance of understanding our role as NGOs in the broader context of community development , community responsibility and social inclusion. 

Work done on the social determinants of mental health clearly shows that positive childhood experience, a safe environment, adequate income, meaningful roles in society, secure housing, higher levels of education and social support within communities have profound effects on mental health. 

It is this recognition that is driving the shift going on at the moment by which increasing value is being placed on the role and capacity of community based NGOs to affect positive mental health outcomes. NGOs are being brought in from the margins in a sense. No doubt at times in a fairly controlled fashion - its true - but with an understanding that NGOs are well placed to balance out if you like the limited symptom management focus, the public health services under the clinical model have generally tended towards. 
The Housing and Accommodation Support Initiative or HASI is the embodiment of this policy direction by NSW Health. Another example is the Mental Health NGO Family and Carers Support Program. The recent Mental Health NGO Infrastructure Grants Program another. At the National level the Personal helpers and mentors program and the Day to day living Program currently out to tender are further examples of the increasing acceptance of mental illness and mental illness prevention as requiring much more than a clinical approach.
Funds into the NGO sector in NSW have nearly tripled in the last few years. The sector is undergoing an incredible lurch forward and this rapid growth brings with it challenges and pressure to mature as a sector - quickly. 
The fundamentals of a mature sector include:

· identifying and developing the research and evaluation base; 
· it means developing and providing training that is in line with evidence based practices; 
· it means creating career pathways and a minimum training qualification
· and it means creating a Data and Information Management System which will allow the sector to talk about its capacity, achievements, gaps and areas for improvement.
But whilst these things are necessary perhaps the biggest challenge of all in coming in from the margins is in not loosing the whole point of being an NGO. 
Being accessible to local community is where many NGOs started; being flexible and responsive to the needs of consumers and the local community and building community (or social capital as it is sometimes termed), by providing a way or vehicle for people to get together and involved in the planning and provision of services to their community - matters. 

If social inclusion is going to be a useful framework for NGOs to work from, maintaining and further developing grassroots community connections and getting involved in community development and advocacy must matter 
or in the long run we risk loosing relevance to communities and to ourselves and ultimately we risk loosing relevance to government as vehicles to access and understand community issues and concerns.
Creating a strong sector that has its own distinct research and development base, manages its own learning and can access its own data and information are important platforms that will potentially mean greater self determination for NGOs in the work they undertake. 
This document Social Inclusion: Its importance to mental health which you should have been handed as you registered this morning – is  a draft document which talks to the evidence for social inclusion principles as it applies to mental health. 
We have deliberately left it in draft because we wanted to pick up on any outcomes from this conference that may influence its content or final purpose. 
At this stage it is an overview of the literature exploring the links between community based programs and social inclusion in Australia. 

As I previously said we have structured the conference to allow for maximum participation. 
Each chairperson of each session has been asked to focus participants attention on identifying three main points or concerns or areas for further work in each particular topic stream – whether it be in consumer participation, cultural diversity, justice health or so on. 
So as you attend sessions keep in mind any issues you would like raised because you will get opportunity to do so after the speakers. 
Our aim is to collect this input and sift through it for issues relevant to include or expand on in the draft social inclusion document. We also urge any of you interested to forward other relevant papers, studies and the like to MHCC after the conference that you know of that you think are important to include. 

All conference participants will receive notification of posting of the collated conference outcomes on our website and on request be sent a copy of the final published Social Inclusion document. 
Also in terms of conference structure you will note that we have more plenary sessions than usual. 
These are around issues that we felt particularly pertinent to most people – these are consumer participation, the housing landscape and employment issues - I’m sure there are other topics of interest to everyone but without going into a three day program we have had to limit these sessions. 
We unfortunately had to say no to quite a few abstracts, not necessarily on merit but more around creating a streamlined program. We did however develop a couple of practice snapshot sessions which allow organizations 10 minutes to showcase some of the valuable and creative things happening in the sector – we believe this is very important creative NGO work that needs a place to be heard and shared.
I would like to recommend that you stay for the keynote address by Eva Cox at the end of Day 2. Many of you will know of Eva and her take no prisoners approach to social policy. I can promise you her take on social inclusion will be insightful, a bit controversial and a great note to end the conference on so please stay. 
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