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1. Tell me a little about yourself, your family and your roots? 

I was born in 1969 in western Uganda.  My late father, Mzee James Kahigiriza was the last prime minister of Ankole before the kingdoms were abolished in 1966.  I studied at Kings College Buddo secondary school and in my final year in 1989, I had my first episode of mental illness. 
I am married with four children and I own my house. Currently, I am coordinator of Heartsounds Uganda and the Heartsounds resource centre. Between 2004 to 2009, I worked as logistics coordinator for International Medical Corps which closed down in Uganda in June 2010 and prior to this I  worked as an accountant for Action Against Hunger USA.  I have a higher Diploma in Accountancy from Nkumba College of commerce now Nkumba University. 
2. How long have you been a mental health user or survivor and what has been your experiences of services in Uganda?

I have been a user since 1989 and I was first treated at Mulago Hospital (general hospital). I was told very little about what I was suffering from.  Prior to being taken to Mulago hospital, I was taken to traditional healers, as most Ugandans are tempted to do when faced with mental illness for the first time.  In 2003, when I had a manic episode I was taken by the police to Butaibka (national psychiatric hospital). On arrival at the hospital, I was injected, stripped naked and put in a very cold isolation room. It’s a terrible experience, very traumatic, at one time I hallucinated that I was in hell.  These isolation rooms don’t even have toilet facilities and sometimes you are expected to eat in the same room before it has been cleaned.  When I started seeing Dr Onen in 2005, he gave me an insight into my bipolar and I came to understand the depression side of bipolar which I had suffered silently without seeking treatment. 
I was last admitted to Butabika in August 2009. Since then I have had good health and I feel much better now than anytime before.  I take a monthly injection of Haldol. I realise that the drugs available in Uganda are outdated and have a lot of side effects. The authorities argue that these are the drugs they can afford.  A friend of mine from abroad sent me Olazapine and I used it when I was manic and I was able to go to work without interruption because for me it has no side effects. 
3. What is the Heartsounds group (including aims, actions and hopes) and how did you get involved?
The Heartsounds group in Uganda is a community based organisation registered with Kampala city council.  It aims to do peer support with service users.  We have a resource centre with an internet café and library. Service users can use the café free of charge and the public pay a nominal fee which helps us to maintain the facility and cover our costs.  We hope to open up headquarters at Butabika Hospital and provide satellite centres around the Uganda.  I got involved with the Heartsounds tour around September 2008 when a group of mental Health champions from UK led by Cerdic Hall visited Butabika advocating for the involvement of service users in mental health management.  I gave a speech on behalf of service users at the closing ceremony just before the group left for the UK.  I was invited to join the Heartsounds website by Doctor Onen and I have been very active on this site since then. 
4. You are campaigning for the welfare of service users. How is it going? 
I believe peer support promotes and improves the welfare of service users psychologically.  The medical approach has to be supplemented by the psychosocial approach for us to have holistic care and recover from our mental health problems.  So far it’s going well as most members have expressed gratitude and satisfaction with this initiative.  Welfare also includes the economic aspect of the members and most have expressed their concerns in this regard but HSU has no capacity to handle this.  We are in the process of forming a savings and credit society that can help the members become financially independent.  Some members attended a workshop on Be Your Own Boss where they acquired some knowledge on how to be successful entrepreneurs.

The main problem we are facing at HSU is lack of funds for our proposed programs.  We are weary to recruit more members to the centre because the proceeds from the internet café can not cater for their transport and lunch while at the centre.  
5. What do you think will improve the situation for service users in Uganda?  
Peer support should be embraced in Uganda and peer support specialists should be trained to work hand in hand with the service providers.  This will help improve the mental health of service users and reduce relapses, as well as give a holistic approach towards our recovery.  Psychosocial support should be taken seriously to supplement the medical approach otherwise the service users are caught in the vicious circle of relapses.
6. What do you think is a good aid to avoiding relapse?  Any other advice on being mentally healthy?
Understand your illness as much as you can from your service provider and private reading.  Also read a lot about psychology and spirituality as these are closely related with your mind.  Personally being compassionate has helped me keep in good mental health.  Engage in meaningful work and feel that you are making a positive contribution in this world.  
7. What do you think of what you have heard about service user involvement in the UK?
Am happy about the user involvement in the UK especially for peer support, I wish I could visit and see for myself

8. What are the main duties you are involved in regards to mental health promotion/ and are you enjoying it?

My main duty at HSU is to oversee the operation of the centre, keep the accounts and talk to service users coming to the centre as peer support.  Organise meetings of the members and encourage members to be active on the Heartsounds website.  I also try to find funding for the centre but this has not been easy as I suspect people going on our website see that we are linked to UK and assume we are getting funding from East London which is not the case.  Otherwise am really enjoying what am doing though certain times am overwhelmed like at the moment, all our computers of the café were blown y electricity and I seem not to be finding help to get them repaired yet users still come without transport and I have to dig in my own pocket which doesn’t go down well with my wife.
9. Do you have any plans to visit East London?
I very much want to visit East London and I have expressed my desire to. Heartsounds UK members will have to fund this visit as I can not afford myself.  Otherwise I keep it at the back of my mind and do not raise my expectations to avoid disappointment. 
10. What is your vision for the Heartsounds Centre and who do you need to participate to make it a reality.  
My vision is to have our headquarters at Butabika Hospital and have satellite centres across the whole country, with regular funding to support this. 
If you would like to support Joseph and Heartsounds, please do so by making a donation here http://www.justgiving.com/peer-support-in-Uganda 

