Health Report WEL member Sandra Caine

The 2005 Victorian Women’s Health & Wellbeing Forum held on Tuesday 19th April, is the third annual forum in a series that enables the Government and a range of stakeholders to discuss women’s health and wellbeing issues, and to provide feedback on the implementation of the 2003 – 2006 Women’s Health & Wellbeing Strategy– a Department of Human Services initiative designed to improve the health and wellbeing of Victorian women.  

(For ‘Program Format’ and speakers – see below).
Each year a range of initiatives are developed under the following five key action areas: 

· Increase women's participation and leadership 

· Increase access that embraces diversity 

· Enhance safety and security 

· Improving women's mental and emotional health 

· Extend knowledge on women's health and promote ongoing improvements 

The speakers and special guests reiterated the aims and objectives of the Strategy outlining the diversity of the projects and their achievements and successes. (Full details at http://www.health.vic.gov.au/vwhp/wellbeing/keyachievements.htm). 

The Strategy has adopted (and clearly requires) a gendered perspective and has as one of its guidelines and principles, ‘the need for consultation and participation by women’.   Each year, the annual forums provide input into the Strategy policy by ‘framing up’ the accompanying ‘Action Plan’, and concentrating activities and projects into specific areas.  The theme for this year’s 2005 Forum was, “young women’s health and wellbeing”, and had a 40% representation by young women.  (A special, ‘young women’s address’ was provided through hiphop dance and rap - referred to as ‘intellectual graffiti - was given by LadiesLuvHipHop, a Melbourne collective of young hip hop musicians and dancers).  

The Keynote Address was given by Dr Lorraine Greaves, the Executive Director of the British Columbia Centre of Excellence for Women's Health who drew attention to the distinction of girls and women’s health.  Dr Greaves is a recognized leader and pioneer in the area of women’s health - especially, women-centred health care and research, and particularly focuses on measuring health outcomes.  She is best known for her work on three major health issues: tobacco use and addiction, violence, and gender influences on girls and women’s health.  Dr Greaves’ presentation discussed her research in these areas outlining statistics showing improved general trends in these areas but highlighting that further extrapolation of the data, shows growing numbers of young girls with tobacco and other addictions and links with violence, self-esteem and feelings of self-worth.

The Program broke into the Women’s Roundtables – an opportunity for the representatives to contribute to the shape of the 2005-6 Action Plan.  The topics chosen for this year’s Roundtable discussions were derived from research and were (in order of importance):-

· Participation & Leadership

· Access and Diversity

· Safety and Security

· Mental and Emotional Health

· Sexuality, Sexual and Reproductive Health

The discussion group I was involved in was led by Cathy Donovan, Assistant Director in the Office of Women’s Policy – our topic, Participation & Leadership with particular emphasis on 

· Leadership skills development

· Being included in consultations

· Having young women on decision-making panels

Proposed ideas and suggestions put forward around the up-skilling of young women (particularly their leadership skills) which would lead to increased participation and leadership roles were:

· Broader definition of Leadership to acknowledgement women’s contributions to include community leadership

· Acknowledgement that community leadership is created by women in differing ways to the more traditional Board and Committee representation usually undertaken by men

· Identifying ways of capturing the skills of women advocates and helpers in the community who share and pass on their knowledge 

· Awareness that women often ‘undersell’ their skills and have a greater tendency for low self esteem and self worth (highlighted in Dr Greaves research). 

· Ensure that women are not excluded from leadership roles by the training of women (and men) and to increase awareness

· Training of young women will help increase confidence and self-esteem which will facilitate the ability to articulate their ideas and increase resilience  

· Providing networking opportunities and positive role models and mentors.

The proposals and ideas from all the ‘Roundtables’ are now being evaluated and will be integrated into the Action Plan (a copy of which will be forwarded to us in a few weeks). 

(For women interested in increasing their ‘participation, ’The Victorian Women's Register forms part of a broad government strategy aimed at increasing the representation of women on boards and committees. To register interest go to: http://www.women.vic.gov.au/ , then click on, Women as Leaders, then Womens Register to register your interest in being on Boards and Committees and to be linked to opportunities when they arise).

Other Forum Guests and Speakers

The Master of Ceremonies Emeli Paulo is a 24-year-old who has worked for the Reach Foundation for the past seven years. Her role has been as a facilitator in ‘crew training development’ and she was a successful recipient of the 2004-05 Women’s Community Leadership Grant, offered by the Office of Women’s Policy.  Her project, under the umbrella of the Reach Foundation, seeks to develop culturally sensitive leadership models across regional and metropolitan Victoria and their philosophy is, ‘no matter what your circumstances, you can achieve your dreams’.

The Formal Welcome was given by Hon. Mary Delahunty, MP, Minister for Women's Affairs and the Arts in the Victorian Parliament who briefly summarized the Bracks Government’s Office of Women’s Policy and various projects designed to improve the lives of women with particular emphasis on health and wellbeing issues.

Special Guest Speaker, Leang Thai is a young Cambodian woman who, after her father was killed by the Khmer Rouge, along with her sister & brother in-law came to Australia by boat.  They were detained (at, amongst other places, the Villawood Detention Centre) and after four years were returned to Cambodia before coming back to Australia through the Special Assistance Program.  Leang was sponsored back to Australia by an Australian immigration lawyer learning English and eventually moving into tertiary study where she graduated with her Arts/law degree.  She now works as a solicitor at the Victorian Government Solicitor’s Office, and has recently been admitted to the Supreme Court.  

Closing remarks given by the Hon. Jacinta Allan MP, Minister for Youth Affairs.

21/04/2005

