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Worcestershire Partners in Care Conference – 18 February 2005
The Conference was held at Perdiswell Young People’s Centre and chaired by Dr Ros Keeton, Chief Executive of the Worcestershire Partnership Mental Health Trust who set the scene by describing the national picture and all the background legislation leading to the current situation for carers. Dr Jenny Tarry, the lead psychiatrist for the Royal College of Psychiatrists’ campaign for Worcestershire, who had been charged along with a Carer, Mrs Pauline Arksey and a Meriden Behavioural Family Therapy worker, Ms Vicky Wormleighton, with trying to galvanise support for the Carers issues among psychiatrists and other mental health professionals at a local level over the campaign year of the College. She explained the background to the campaign and what had been done locally leading up to this day. Similar days are occurring in all the counties in the West Midlands with gathering of ideas to improve things to feed back initially to local trusts and then to a regional meeting in March with the College President, Dr Mike Shooter. A brief resumé of some of the striking statistics from the Princess Royal Trust for Carers National Carer survey were presented as a background and the difficult issue of Confidentiality was raised.

Two carers then talked about their caring role and the difficulties. First of all Pauline Arksey talked movingly about her years of caring for her 48 year old son with schizophrenia, the casual comments he misinterpreted, the difficulty in getting the right type of help at the right time and the difficulty in getting uninterrupted time to themselves to get away.  Following this Helen Fowler talked of the difficulties she had been experiencing over a shorter period in caring for her elderly husband with dementia. She felt being given the diagnosis acted like a catalyst for services to arrive. She talked of the difficulties socially which he caused with the illness and the steep learning curve she had experienced about services and the illness as a whole. She felt well supported by the Community Psychiatric Nurse and the more recent Admiral Nurse which is a pilot project in her area.

Dr Steve Choong, the Medical Director of the Trust, spoke about the range of emotions a carer experiences while caring partly from his background in Psychiatry but also from personal experience. He outlined the research base for family work and outlined how he hoped the trust might be able to take forward ideas of partnerships from the day.

Ms Liz Lloyd from the Worcestershire Association of Carers which is the local Princess Royal Trust for Carers (PRTC) local group, described the background to the PRTC  and its many centres, the projects and collaborations PRTC is embarking on and ways in which we can extend good practice. Underlying all of this is the difficulty carers have in identifying themselves as carers, different types of carers and carers moving on. She emphasised that carers need to be used as experts. She ended by describing the services the Worcestershire Association of Carers provide and mentioned a carer, Mr Len Quartly, who was going to run the London Marathon for the Carers Association and was seeking sponsorship. She was followed by Ms Della Lewis and Ms Heather Gray from Social Services Carers Unit in Worcester. Heather spoke first about the Local Authorities’ obligation to provide for carers going back to the 1986 Disabled Person’s Act and the purpose of the Carers assessment under the various legislation and who completed it. She mentioned their definition of a carer as someone who provides regular and substantial care for someone else, and it is the carer’s right to ask for an assessment. Della then outlined the draft Commissioning Strategy for Carers which is currently out for consultation and encouraged the audience to respond. She described the local Carers survey which showed that of the 500 replies, 25% cared for those with Mental Health needs and in particular that 70% reported feeling under constant strain.

The final speaker was Mr Ben Visser from Worcestershire Mental Health Partnership Trust who has the lead on the Care Programme Approach and outlined the process for the benefit of carers from the background of the legislation and in particular the carers’ involvement. He wondered if the carer should have a separate care plan.

After lunch there were breakout groups to gather ideas of what was available that was good and could be developed further, what was less satisfactory and the changes which would help. Many found this a good chance to exchange views. Of ideas which emerged the themes were as follows:

Carers were greatly encouraged that professionals including psychiatrists were beginning to listen but it was felt there was a long way to go and a fear that action would not follow from the day. This extended to a feeling that assessments may be done initially but this was not repeated or reviewed when necessary. Many felt there was a tick box mentality in some areas which needed to change. There were several references to “the carer’s journey” and the need to review needs regularly as a dynamic process flexible to the needs of the situation.

There was a lot of concern at the lack of stability of the workforce and some ideas about increasing the standing and remuneration of care workers. The need to identify and support (including financially) carer representatives to attend committees. Comments were made about inconsistency of attitudes and questions raised as to how to improve attitudes such as through the staff interview process, personal development plans etc. GPs and psychiatrists were singled out as needing more awareness training. They were felt to be key to signposting carers to services. There was also a view that early intervention needed beefing up and carers’ needs at this early stage were important. The patient could be seen, sectioned and whisked away while the carer was left standing and bemused. Carers’ wealth of long term knowledge of the patient was not sought or adequately valued.

Information and confidentiality was a big theme: Spasmodic availability of information, the need for an identified post to keep information up to date in various sites such as through link workers from each team tO the Carers’ Unit, lack of communication between professionals and with carers. A plea was made for adequate and accurate advice on benefits. Many thought that care depended on a postcode lottery and that good practice needed rolling out. Carers could see the improved service which would occur if CPA could be used effectively. It was thought that taking the confidentiality guidelines further locally would be beneficial.

Finally the day was rounded off by Ms Erica Smiter, the PCTs’ Commissioning Lead, who pulled together the findings from the Birmingham day with those from Worcestershire. She felt that the confidentiality guidance was the strongest theme, there are good developments on the wards but things haven’t moved far enough and there are areas where carers are not taken seriously and feel marginalised. These areas could be addressed through better use of checklists. The Admiral Nurse scheme was singled out as something which should be developed further. Following plans through with patients and carers was important as was the continuing of purposeful activities when patients left hospital. The issue of Mental Health Promotion was raised in Birmingham and also the big difficulties in the frequently changing workforce whilst constant availability of information is vital.

The outcome of the day will be fed back to the Mental Health Partnership Board and the Carers and Users Forum.

Feedback from the day on evaluation forms showed all responses were good to excellent with good responses to both venue and catering. The quality of all the presentations was highlighted and the chance to exchange ideas and discuss issues in the afternoon was welcomed. It is hoped that feedback to the Trust and PCTs will result in action and a change of culture.

Dr Jenny Tarry

Consultant Psychiatrist

Worcestershire Mental Health Partnership NHS Trust
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