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SPIRIT Advocacy /HUG – record of activities – June to September 2017 

 
Prepared for the attention of Helen Sikora and Lynda Thomson, NHS Highland, in advance of 
monitoring meeting, Wednesday 27th September 2017. 

Introduction / background 

This report covers the period June to September 2017 – and follows a regular monitoring meeting on 

Tuesday 20th June, where we discussed future contractual arrangements with Helen Sikora, Lynda 

Thomson of NHS Highlands Equalities Team, and with Jacqueline Paterson from their Contracts Team 

We also briefly discussed our response to NHS Highland’s initial questionnaire, on its proposed 

advocacy plan/strategy, which we had submitted as agreed at the end of June 2017. Our monitors 

also informed us of some changes to monitoring procedures in future, including checks to be made 

on our policies, procedures and other administrative arrangements. 

We noted our concerns about uncertainty among our membership and staff, relating to whether or 

not a future contract might be awarded, our urgent need to get a timetable in place, and our lack of 

certainty about a contract application itself, including whether or not it might require a ‘competitive 

tender’ process. 

These concerns were followed-up in a letter from SPIRIT Advocacy Chairman Jon King to NHS 

Highland Chief Executive Elaine Mead, cc’d to David Alston, its Chairman. 

Internal, staffing and board issues 

The SPIRIT board met twice during this period, and set up a date for its Annual General Meeting – 

18th October 2017. Invitations will go out shortly. On Friday 6th October, a joint meeting of Board and 

staff is planned – to review our current situation, and to seek ideas for strengthening our Board 

membership. 

Our new Development Worker (Volunteering), Heather Gordon, started with us in July and 

undertook induction. Some of Heather’s work to date is included below. 

Manager Ken Porter undertook NHS Highland ‘Working with Groups’ training, and our Development 

Workers, Marion Maclennan and Joanna Higgs attended ‘Data Protection’ courses in September. 

Due to the summer-month staff holidays, HUG and PFH activity was less than might be considered 

usual; and SPEAK (young people advocacy) tailed off as schools closed. 

 

People First Highland 
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People First Highland 

Learning disability lead 
 
Emma’s first few months have been busy ones. The main areas of work so far are: 

 Continuing to gather information for a report on the support available to parents 
with a learning disability. We plan to circulate a report by the end of the year. 

 Production of a short film highlighting the more innovative types of day service 
being offered around the region. Emma interviewed staff and participants at The 
Nice Café, Kyleakin, The Brora Village Hub and Caberfeidh Horizons. This film 
formed the basis of Emma’s first report to the Learning Disability Improvement 
Group and resulted in a request for similar work to be done at another NHS run 
centre. 

 
Getting our voice heard 
 

 Three members took part in an assertiveness training workshop. 

 We visited the Highland TAG meeting to speak about the work of People First 
and to introduce Emma. 

 People with learning disabilities spoke about what works for them in a day service 
for Emma’s film. 

 We began working with a group of residents at Cantraybridge College to help 
them speak out about what is and is not working for them. 

 Members took part in a focus group organised by the Scottish Commission for 
Learning Disability about independent advocacy. 

 
Awareness raising 
 

 The People First photographic exhibition has been on display in Dingwall 
Museum and the Boat of Garten village hall. 

 Three members attended the Adult Care Practice Forum meeting and spoke 
about their lives and experiences. Feedback from this was excellent, with all 
professionals agreeing that hearing the lived experience of those with a learning 
disability should be mandatory for anyone working in the sector. 
 

“Firstly, I would commend all the People First members. They spoke with 
knowledge, professionalism and humour - and this can be very difficult in a room 
full of strangers/professionals. 
 
“It is always good to hear first-hand what the people who use services want - and 
to hear how this can change their lives. I came away feeling energised and 
enthusiastic (which can be difficult sometimes). It reminds me of why I (and I am 
sure, the vast majority of my colleagues) came into social work - to support 
individuals to achieve, to live their lives as they choose, to have options and 
choices.  
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“Meeting them reminded me of the good (work, changes to lives, 
opportunities offered) that can be done - and is a constant reminder of what I 
(and my colleagues) are trying to achieve.” 
 
Self-directed support 
 
Following completion of the new training format, we piloted some of the new material with 
members of HUG. This proved to be a lively and encouraging session and resulted in positive 
feedback. 
 
“Informative” 
 
“Glad I went.” 
 
“I’ll use the info to go for it myself, now I know how to do it.” 
 
“SDS is the best idea for anyone who has chronic health problems”. 
 
“It should be introduced to everyone immediately, for help to stay within their own 
home” 
 
“This made me realise I could be more assertive and pick up the phone and 
speak directly and ask for a social worker replacing the one I lost a while ago.” 
 
“A care review has been agreed and set up, when I will be asking again for SDS 
and working to get it this time” 
 

 A full training session was delivered to a group of carers in Arisaig, where 
perhaps the most telling comment was one carer’s response to the question 
‘What have you learned today?’ – answer – ‘That SDS exists.’ This is somewhat 
alarming considering we are seven years into the ten year SDS strategy. 

 The first of the SDS Good Practice Events has taken place. These continue until 
the beginning of November and aim to provide information and advice to 
professionals, carers and service users about all aspects of SDS in Highland region. 

 
Other work / future plans 

 Development worker attended meetings of the Learning Disability Improvement 
Group; LD Advisor also attended the Adult Support and Protection Group. . 

 A meeting of the Willows Patients’ Forum was held. 

 Work began on the People First Highland website. It is planned that this will go 
‘live’ at the end of September. www.peoplefirsthighland.org.uk  

 A meeting of the PFH Advisory Group was held. Dates were set for a business 
planning day to take place in November. 

 We attended a meeting of the National Involvement Network in Edinburgh in 
preparation for future work on the Charter for Involvement. 

http://www.peoplefirsthighland.org.uk/
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HUG Action for Mental Health update 

Thursday ‘think-ins’ 

HUG members meet fortnightly to discuss relevant issues and respond to MH-related presentations 

and research. Seven think-ins were held during the period, with twelve or more members attending. 

In most cases, short reports noting feedback are written-up and retained, or collated into more 

detailed specialist reports. It was noted that these events were becoming increasingly popular, and 

we were seeing quite a few new faces at them. Space in our offices was, at times, becoming an issue. 

 29 June  – Mental Health and wellbeing – LGBTI issues 

 13 July – Taking part in public life if you have a MH problem 

 27 July – Meeting with members of the Elgin-based Moray Wellbeing Hub. 

 10 August – The value of rehabilitation, plus related self-management discussion. 

 24 August – Self-directed Support (SDS) – PFH shared their views with HUG members. 

 7 September  – Welfare Benefits (Social Security) discussions. 

 21 September  – Mental Wefare Commission- ‘Rights in Mind’ with Graham Morgan. 

At date: A planned think-in for 5 October was cancelled, conflicting with the launch day for the 

Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival (SMHAFF). 

Newsletters, web and social media 

Two ‘HUG bulletins’, June to August, and September to November, were published and distributed 

to our 350+-strong membership,  to other interested parties, libraries and doctors’ surgeries during 

the period. The most recent has been circulated, in digital form, by VOX, our central belt equivalent, 

to its ‘Collective’. 

 

Our popular Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/HUGActionforMentalHealth/ saw more 

than two hundred short articles and promotions being published – primarily by member-editors – 

generating more than 1,100 likes and ‘reaches’ around 2,000 regular readers. The pages are often 

used by members to discuss issues and have questions answered too.  

SPIRIT Advocacy’s new (and long-awaited)website, replacing the old HUG site, went online in 

Summer 2017. Its address www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk points to HUG pages and will point, too, to a 

new PFH site currently under construction. Two staff members are trained in its editorial 

administration and will shortly begin populating the site with regular news items and uploaded 

reports and other key documents. We hope to develop this resource more, and encourage more 

member participation in article-writing and online forums from early in 2018. 

Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival (SMHAFF) – October 2017 

Launch took place at The Bikeshed in Merkinch, 5 October. 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/HUGActionforMentalHealth/
http://www.spiritadvocacy.org.uk/
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HUG’s West Coast work – undertaken, in the main, by p/t Development Worker Chris Evans 

With HUG member from Skye, participated in NHS North and West Operations Group meetings 

(June and August). Input from Skye ‘community’ group who have raised issues and concerns re 

Mental Health provision on the island. 

Chris attended Psychiatric Emergency Plan (PEP) meetings (via VC), and fed back report produced 

from HUG members views re experiences and thoughts re PEP and related Place of Safety. Around a 

dozen members contributed to that. Chris is also on the Replacement Belford hospital Steering 

Group – where our main issue remains Place of Safety provision. Next meeting is in November. 

Chris organises and chairs the Lochaber Mental Health Networking (LIG) meetings – two held, in 

June and September. Mixture of service users (some HUG members); third sector organisations and  

NHS. An article Chris wrote for local monthly magazine (de tha Dol) produced a new contact with 

lived experience who wishes to join the meetings. The LIG continues to work on mapping of support 

services in Lochaber (Fort William) for which Chris got funding when a HUG Volunteer.  

Participated in Highland Third Sector Interface Assembly as HUG representative and gave mental 

health input. Good networking meeting across Highland. 

Invited to and attended Birchwood 30th Anniversary event in Fort William – some HUG members 

present and also made renewed contact with HUG member. 

Facilitated meeting between Graham Morgan (Mental Welfare Commission) and Samantha McEwan 

(HCIP) re work on ‘Keeping Safe in Hospital’, part of national ‘Observation Practice Review’. Four 

HUG members; a carer plus two Support in Mind Staff were involved. 

Invited-to and attended Age in Mind, and Lochaber Support in Mind, presentation re ‘Self Stigma’. 

Four services users (3 HUG members); 1CPN; 3 Third Sector representatives attended (plus 2 SIM 

staff). Mentioned in latest HUG Bulletin. 

Chris also, in both her development work and volunteer roles: 

 Sits on VoX Board (continuing) – 3 other HUG members on the Board;  

 Sits on Advocacy Highland Board; 

 Participates on MWC Advisory Committee. 

 Attended NHSH annual review – and asked about recruitment and retention of mental 

health staff. Also met Dr Boyd Peters who was at the meeting and had a subsequent short 

discussion mentioning the Gap Analysis carried out more than a year ago and in which HUG 

members participated (Dr Jenny Wares led the work.) 

 Scottish Patient Safety Programme (Mental Health SPSP): Chris attended a September 

meeting at New Craigs for updates. Also contributed to meeting by email which was 

discussing the ‘Climate Tool. Subsequently Chris was asked to join the authors group on that 

piece of work – electronically or VC into meetings. 
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 2015 MH Act – did a final piece of work re parts of the Code of Practice (service user 

perspective). Also consulted on which booklets/paper information need to be available or 

updated; now complete. 

 Participated in August’s Scottish MH Tribunal Service Users and Carers meeting – raised 

issues (as did Advocacy Highland) on venues for Tribunals. Had question prepared from 

ACUMEN as they were unable to be present. 

  Have been asked to do some training with Job Centre plus in Fort William re Universal 

Credit. Have had one meeting with staff. Also aware of concerns from service user re 

Universal Credit – which is not yet  being fully rolled-out in Lochaber, although Highland 

Council seem to be promoting it. Linked feedback to Support in Mind. 

 Chris often has informal discussions with service users in Fort William (and sometimes on 

Ardnamurchan) re mental health and associated issues. We have developed good working 

relationships with SIM Lochaber (Cothrom) and have been invited to stay for their centre 

meetings. 

 Took part in Samaritans Research being carried out by Progressive (as did several individuals 

SIM in Fort William). We are in the process of sending back some information relating to the 

Mapping work in Fort William. 

NHS Highland Mental Health Services review – in particular, review of Rehabilitation Services 

On Wednesday, 12th July 2017, HUG Action for Mental Health attended an ‘open day’ event at New 

Craigs psychiatric hospital, Inverness – and heard a rumour circulating, that hospital management 

was seeking a review of the Mental Health Rehabilitation Services (MHRS). This was confirmed at the 

New Craigs Operational Group meeting on the following Monday, 17th July – but little detail was pro-

offered. 

Over coming days and weeks, HUG was approached by several of its members, other Highland 

‘service users’, and other interested parties – all showing substantial concern for the future of MHRS 

– asking for HUG to investigate and to prepare a report in response. This response is currently being 

progressed, and has taken a large proportion of HUG time and energy in recent weeks. It is also 

framed in the context of what we see as a serious and rapid erosion of mental health services in 

Highland. 

We spoke to a lead rehabilitation clinician, and learned: 

 NHS Highland’s Mental Health Rehabilitation Services describe themselves as specialising in 

working with people whose long-term and complex needs cannot be met by general adult 

mental health services. 

 Around 20% of people presenting to mental health services for the first time with a 

psychotic illness will go on to require rehabilitation services. 

 In contrast perhaps to other mental health services, rehabilitation involves very explicitly a 

low-volume, high-needs group of patients. 

 Rehabilitation services are effective in promoting sustainable community living (within a 

reasonable timeframe, and up to eight times more successfully than generic services). 
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 A comprehensive local rehabilitation pathway is cost effective in terms of avoiding unhelpful 

and counterproductive out-of-area placements. 

 MHRS goes on to describe in detail the characteristics of patients who benefit from 

rehabilitation services and the necessary components of a ‘managed functional network’, 

including partnerships between statutory and non-statutory organisations. In particular, it 

highlights the contrasting descriptions of a ‘high-dependency inpatient rehabilitation unit’ 

(analogous to the hospital’s Bruar ward) and a ‘community rehabilitation unit’, (analogous to 

Aonach Mor rehabilitation centre in the Merkinch community). 

 It also noted that, unlike many parts of Scotland, NHS Highland no longer has any of the 

other types of in-patient units that are described i.e. ‘Long-term high-dependency units or 

‘Long-term complex care units’ with lengths of stay of 5-10 years. This resource was already 

largely outsourced to the independent sector, a process which was deliberately consolidated 

with the closure of Morlich ward in 2013. Nor do they possess a ‘Low secure rehabilitation 

unit’. It explained these are specialist facilities commissioned by forensic services at a 

regional or national level. 

We interviewed a Community MH Rehab Team outpatient, eleven residents of Aonach Mhor rehab 

centre, and twelve HUG members for their views. These will be included in the report. 

Our Board Member Marianne Morritt and Manager Ken Porter attended a one-day event at New 

Craigs to explore options for redesigning services to accord with reduced budgets – and lobbied 

Maree Todd MSP about the changes. 

We also submitted a formal question on this issue to Jeane Freeman MSP, Equalities Minister and 

await her response. 

Distress Brief Intervention (cont. from previous monitoring meeting) 

As noted in June: 

HUG has been involved from the outset, in this new and innovative initiative – Distress Brief 

Interventions (DBIs). The DBI approach emerged from the Scottish Government’s work on Suicide 

Prevention and Mental Health strategies. A pilot approach is being adopted, with four areas (Scottish 

Borders, Aberdeen, Lanarkshire and Highland) being designated pilot areas. Support in Mind, with 

HUG and Police Scotland (Highland) as prime partners, has been chosen to deliver the approach in 

Highland, beginning in the Inverness area initially. 

On 15th August, HUG assisted Support in Mind to interview and appoint DBI co-ordinators to work in 

the Highland pilot area. One full-time and one part-time co-ordinators were appointed and are 

cuirrently undergoing training and induction. 

We will also attend the next national initiative forum in late October. 
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Mental Health awareness training 

On 6th September, Ken Porter took two HUG members to Robert Gordon’s University in Aberdeen, to 

explain the benefits and legalities of advocacy, but primarily to offer testimony on their experiences 

of crisis and detention – to fourteen Mental Health Officer students. Evaluations were extremely 

positive. We will continue to work with this group of students at two further sessions in November. 

HUG development worker Joanna Higgs has also had initial discussions with the Strathpeffer Medical 

Practice about awareness raising and stigma-challenging training from HUG.  The suggestion is that 

this is delivered in November or March next year, to complement mental health first aid training for 

the practice’s staff, which HUG is also helping to organise for them. 

Mental Health Tribunals Service – users’ and carers’ meeting, 29th August, Inverness Town House 

We were well represented at this meeting and put over our views on the Tribunals Service locally, 

acknowledging their current difficulties with finding suitable accommodation in Highland. We also 

discussed how cuts in mental health services across Highland, and recent changes to the Mental 

Health Act, might have a bearing on their existing workloads. 

Choose Life – Highland Steering Group 

HUG attended this group’s meeting in early September, with representatives of NHS Highland, 

Highland Council and Police Scotland. It was agreed that a Suicide Review group should be set up, 

led by Police Scotland, and that they would provide feedback from their activities during Suicide 

Prevention Week.   

Samaritans research (Undertaken by Progressive) 

Research is currently being undertaking by Samaritans, to gather understanding of what is available 

and what is needed and wanted in rural Highlands particularly Lochaber and Skye. 

HUG contributed to this in Lochaber (noted above) and, in Skye, one member provided their 

experience 

However, another member was asked to use her contacts on Skye, and her knowledge of people 

who may be interested and able, to take part.   

After much thought and discussion is was agreed that HUG and its members did not know anyone 

well enough who we thought it would be safe to ask to take part – since such a discussion could 

generate much emotional turmoil afterwards and, on Skye, there is not support available to help 

people through this turmoil and possible distress.   

It was therefore agreed not to ask anyone and to report this back to the researchers. The 

researchers agreed completely that this was a serious issue that could not be addressed any other 

way and, in itself, was valuable feedback and evidence for their research.   

In Ross-shire, one member provided their experience as someone who has experienced a personal 

need for mental health crisis support; as a carer of people who have attempted suicide; as a carer of 
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people left behind by suicide; and as a practitioner experienced in hearing people's suicide and 

survival stories for over 25 years.  No further info about Ross-shire was needed from HUG since we 

did not have any suitable contacts who live in rural Ross-shire currently – with, again, there being no 

support in that area for post-interview debriefing. 

The researchers will send a copy of their report to HUG once it is available.  Those who took part in 

an interview were each given a £45 cheque in appreciation of their help. 

 

Volunteering 

Heather Gordon, our part-time Development Worker (Volunteering) began at the end of June, and 

has only two full months to report on. Heather admits that, for her, his had really been an induction 

period, a busy and helpful one, but working two days a week means that it is taking quite a while to 

understand the role, including meeting the volunteers as well as beginning to network with other 

agencies. 

Support meetings were held with eight existing volunteers, and three new potential volunteers. The 

volunteer database and e-mail list was found to be slightly out-of-date, due to a gap between the 

previous post-holder leaving and Heather’s arrival; but this is being resolved. 

Heather also intends to approach everyone in the Advisory Groups and everyone on our database 

and e-mail lists, to find out in detail the extent to which they are involved and whether or not they 

require PVG accreditation. 

We received two new volunteer referrals from ‘Signpost’, one of whom has now participated in a 

HUG think-in and plans to attend a volunteer training day, set for 3rd October at Merkinch 

Community Centre. 

At this event, we plan to have speakers and, hopefully, an external trainer running a short training 

session around public speaking skills. We invited our new HUG volunteers and widened out the 

invitation via Facebook to anyone who might like to find out more about volunteering with HUG. We 

also extended the invitation to PFH members to come along to the public speaking training session 

that day. At date, 10 people have confirmed.  

Heather has picked up from her predecessor, our draft HUG volunteer handbook, and met with 

volunteers and members to seek their opinions on its content. 

Ken and Heather attended a ‘signposting’ open day event at New Craigs hospital and, with others, 

represented HUG at the UHI Freshers’Fayre. We recruited potential volunteers there and made two 

networking contacts, one from UHI and one from Project Scotland. We visited Rag-Tag on Skye to 

find out about a new creative drop-in ‘Crumz’ that is encouraging people to meet up, and met with 

two HUG volunteers, one of whom helped to start up Crumz after recognising a need. This was very 

inspiring. 

Heather met with Christine Fletcher to discuss the recruiting of volunteers for specific projects with 

People First Highland, and plans to attend a PFH planning meeting. We approached Youth Highland 



HUG (Action for Mental Health) and People First Highland are part of SPIRIT Advocacy 

SPIRIT Advocacy is a Company limited by guarantee.  Registered in Scotland no. 404409 

Scottish Charity no. SCO42513 

Registered Office: Cromwell Villa, 23 Lotland Street, Inverness, IV1 1ST Tel: 01463 719366 

 

to look at engaging young people in a volunteering role with PFH and await confirmation of a 

meeting date. 

We also met with Holly Hendry a Network Officer working at the Scottish Recovery Network to find 

out about her role with the aim of future partnership working. 

We also attended a SMHAFF meeting to meet HUG members and a potential HUG volunteer there. 

Heather also met with a member of the vocational support team at New Craigs which was 

supporting a potential new volunteer there.. 

As well as undertaking her volunteer deveIopment role, Heather has also been researching some 

pockets of funding that could be applied for to support SMHAFF and SPEAK. She is also organising, 

with a HUG volunteer, a regular ‘volunteers corner’ contribution to the next HUG bulletin. 

 

Note: While the above-noted activities do not fully describe all HUG and PFH activities undertaken 

during the period, we believe they reflect both the breadth and depth of the work undertaken, and 

well-illustrate all of the most important work which we have delivered. 

Ken Porter, 18 September 2017 

 

 


