[image: image1.png]/ => an hour at the annual general meeting. We knew
there was no way we were going to go along and be
‘used’ by the trust to show how right on they were about
giving black users space to talk and we certainly weren’t
going to be seen as jesters at the court of the trust. But
we realised this was a brilliant opportunity to really
show what we in SIMBA were about, involving as many
of our members as wanted in a performance of poetry
and music that would sock it to them and allow us to
state our demands.

So we set about putting our performance together:
poetry and prose accompanied by African drumming
from our colleague Asafo. Our performance included the
SIMBA anthem, which was written by several members
of the group, ‘Free Again’ by Linden, ‘Dr SIMBA’ by
Andrew, ‘Medication, Control and Restraint’ by Bobby,
“The Side Effect’ by Gary, ‘Images of Me’ by CP, ‘I Often
Sit’ by Paulette and ‘Is There a Doctor in
the House’ by Mariyam, with Premila doing the
interconnecting blurb. We concluded with our take on

é‘iarrin Luther King’s ‘I Have a Dream’ speech and Bob
Marley’s ‘Redemption Song’, with its haunting lines:
‘Emancipate yourself from mental slavery, None but
ourselves can free our minds.”

We decided right from the start that Kobla would
record our performance so that even if the trust did not
take on our messages we would still have something very
positive and tangible in our hands that was produced by
us and was of us. To SIMBA this was real user
involvement, on our terms, and we hoped it would leave
us with our self-respect and our pride certainly intact and
hopefully increased.

Does it work?
To us our performance felt like a fantastic success and we
particularly relished the way workers from the trust
(particularly black workers) applauded us and also
joined in so enthusiastically with Bob Marley’s
‘Redemption Song’ at the end. In particular some of us
were astonished at the way in which we as a group could
“ke the applause with such pride — something many of
s as individuals would never have allowed ourselves to
do. Each of us was part of a much bigger whole — and
that was tremendously empowering and exciting. We
don’t know how much effect our performance really had
on the trust and whether this was a good and alternative
way of doing user involvement — but we de know it
worked for us. As in any committee meeting we talked
about our experience, pointed out what needed to be
addressed and made suggestions for improvements, but
came out with our dignity and pride intact and even
increased. We felt we had done our bit and although we
obviously were going to follow up our demands we
knew it was then up to the trust actually to take things
forward. For us that would prove whether user
involvement is just a tick-box exercise serving the
interest of professionals or whether they really want to
take on board the views and ideas of user/survivors. Bl
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implications for the mind-set of mental health service delivery.
They could be interpreted as a statement by black mental health
_service users that they intend to take charge of their own recovery
programme and to invite the support of professionals to help
them achieve their objectives.

SIMBA have urged the trust to take a bold step into the 21st
century and become not only a leader in the field of psychiatry
but also a model of excellence in race relations within mental
health. Can we rise to their aspirations? SIMBA set out the
directions and approach. We are now in the process of aligning
the mainstream to deliver.

Zoe Reed, executive director developing organisation &
community, South London & Maudsley NHS Trust
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[image: image2.png]We are SIMBA (SIMBA), united in our strong foundation
Spirimal:waniolsj on a mission fighting for positive change.

Not a fight of flesh and blood ;
But against oppressive wickedness in high
Defending truth and rights and justice for all.

low places

SIMBA (SIMBA)- open, truthful and honest—a proud identity
Celebrating our culture, our Blackness

Creative roots of self-expression
United through diversity, shared integrity and common
experience,

SIMBA (SIMBA) — humble and meek,
We challenge the authority that labels us, degrades us

As we struggle for peace and tranquillity, equality
Strong in one clear aim, a collective voice

A weapon of love for self-determination

And a right to be.

SIMBA (SIMBA)- unrestricted, expressive and explosive

Dynamic, unbound energy
Refusing to be stilled or ignored
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have a dream that one day black peo
able to access, at an early stage, appropriate and :
eaningful care that treats them holistically and not simply by
the colour of their skin as a genehcally predusposed #
palhologlcal condition.

We have a dream that one day black users will receive empathic
- talking care and understanding, rather than just high dose

~medication and locked doors, and vyill have a real choice in

 their social and health care.

“We have a dream that one day black users will be seen as
human beings with rights and responsibilities, skills and talents
and the right to hope and dream.

We have a dream that one day the South London and Maudsley
trust will seriously take on our issues and appoint someone at
trust board level with specific responsibility for race and culture,
and give them the power and the courage to take a global
overview of our huge trust, identify problems and meaningfully
begin to address them.

We have a dream that today the trust, and those who wield
power within it, will listen and understand, and act to show
their commitment to the local black users and communities
that they serve.




[image: image3.png]lives. We reckoned that user involvement was about
hearing the voices of users/survivors, and we felt we
could be heard much more powerfully and effectively as
real live people through our creative work than through
standard user involvement systems.
But as soon as we set up and news
got around that SIMBA existed
we were inundated with requests
to go to meetings, sit on
committees etc. We decided we
would send a standard letter back
in response to all requests, saying we
would be delighted to attend meetings,
committees etc if the chair could give
us written reassurances that our
input would make a meaningful
and real difference to black
user/survivors at the

grass roots.

=
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Interestingly, to
the 11 such letters
we sent we received only
two replies, one saying they still wanted us on their
committee but with no written reassurances about our
‘nput making a difference and one giving us as much
<assurance as was possible and also describing the
writer’s previous work and experience with black users.
This was the only one we followed up and we felt no
pressure whatsoever to work with those who were not
prepared to commit themselves to us. For us this
approach seems to have worked amazingly well.

Making the SIMBA mark

The trust now seems to know we in SIMBA don’t do
conventional user involvement (apart from attending the
cultural competence committee, where we feel we need
to know what’s going on) and we very rarely get asked
to sit on committees or look at documents etc, which
leaves us brilliantly free to do what we need to do. But
that doesn’t mean the trust has ignored us; we know they
are very aware of the tiger and its capacity to roar... So
when they invited us to a trust board meeting to give a
five minute (!!) talk we used the time very carefully to
perform two poems (one called ‘Black space, we’re in
your face...’, the other called ‘The Peacemaker’) and to
give out copies of our newsletter to all the board
members. Apparently we made quite an impact and the
trust then invited us with an open brief to talk for half
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n recent years there has been a massive surge in

‘user involvement’, with mental health trusts and

other organisations falling over themselves to

consult with and involve user/survivors in the

development of mental health service policy and
practice. Whether such frenetic activity is about
satisfying government demands for user involvement or
about really improving mental health services for
user/survivors is debatable. Many now feel that user
involvement (based on very sound principles and fought
for by the user movement) has become appropriated by
mental health professionals who seek to draw
user/survivors into their pre-existing professional
structures and systems with little regard for whether such
systems (usually formal meetings and loads of
paperwork) are actually appropriate or relevant to the
user/survivors with whom they are trying to work.
While some user/survivors may find these systems useful,
others know they are not for them or have learned by
bitter experience how disempowering, intimidating and
emotionally battering they can be, especially for those
who have been most disadvantaged by the system: for
black and minority ethnic people, gays and lesbians, the
homeless and people with dual diagnosis. But the decree
for user involvement demands that the views of
user/survivors, particularly the most disadvantaged,
must be sought and these groups are increasingly being
courted by professionals to become part of user
involvement exercises.

Black user/survivors in particular are being
encouraged and even lectured! to become user-involved,
but many want nothing to do with a mental health
system that has so frequently oppressed them and caused
lasting damage. Others (concerned for the next
generation) would like to work for change but are
cynical and doubr that their voices will ever really be
heard or their views taken on board and their issues

meaningfully addressed. Others may be more optimistic’
but may instinctively know or have learned from
experience that working within established user
involvement systems would not be appropriate for them,
in particular because of the prevalence of personal and
institutionalised racism within mental health services’
that can 5o often leave user/survivors feeling battered
and bruised.*

On our terms

When we set up SIMBA (Share in Maud:ley Black
Action) as a new black user/survivor group at the
Maudsley Hospital in south London, we knew we
wanted to raise awareness of our issues and improve
services within the trust (South London and Maudsley
NHS Trust), but we were quite clear we did not want to
do it through the traditional user involvement model of
meetings and committees and paperwork. We knew we
had to use other ways of getting our message across, in
particular ways that kept user/survivors’ interests at the
forefront and didn’t leave us feeling angry and frustrated
and emotionally and physically drained. So we spent
quite some time discussing the issues, clear that we
wanted to be a force (hence the name SIMBA, which
means ‘strength’ in Swahili, our tiger symbol and our
saying ‘Let the tiger roar...’) but also knowing that we
wanted to work creatively, using the various skills and
talents we knew we had and which had so often been
crushed out of us through repeated hospital admissions,
coercion and high dose medication.

We decided we would use art, music, poetry and
writing to raise our issues and campaign for change,
enabling as many people as wanted to become involved.
We spent time coming together to form ourselves into a
cohesive group and slowly began to explore themes,
many of us writing words to €Xpress our experiences not
only of the mental health system bur also in our wider




