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Simba roars

A personal perspective from

There had been a
serious lack of

At the end of last year’s Big
Alternative Conference

attention to black and

ethnic minority
perspectives

Our  :sentation
woulabe so much
more powerful . ..
through prose and
poetry

SIMBA had never
done anything like
this before

serious concerns were
raised by several delegates
about the very small amount
of Black and ethnic minority
participation there had been
in the conference, both in
terms of presenters and the
audience. One comment
that was made was that the
only Black presentation over
the two days of the
conference had been from
SIMBA and this had been a
poetry performance,
implying that Black people’s
issues were once more only

b being represented through
performance art and not
perhaps through a more
classic and “academic”
approach.

An opportunity to
speak up
As one of the co-ordinators

of SIMBA, | had to agree
completely that there had

Premila Trivedi

been (once again) a serious
lack of attention to black
and ethnic minority
perspectives during the
conference, and this was in
spite of assurances made at
previous Big Alternative
conferences to re-dress this.
But | also bristled at the
implication that SIMBA
were only brought in by
MHF to provide a
performance, and were
maybe there in a rather
tokenistic way.

The planning...

Alison first approached me
about contributing to the
conference as a Black
service user, but giving me
very much a free hand as to
what | would talk aboutgghe
most exciting and useful
thing that had happened for
me over the last year was
the founding of SIMBA by
three Black users at the
Maudsley Hospital, and that
was what | knew | wanted
to talk about, also involving
other members of the
group. It all was pretty
standard stuff, about setting
up a User group and getting
our issues known, but Alison
went with it, gave us every
encouragement and trusted
us to do our presentation in
any way we wanted. Initially,
thinking on my own, |
thought of OHP
transparencies, statistics and
charts. Then, plunged into

the tiger’s den with SIMBA, |
was luckily brought back to
reality and reminded of our
issues. It was so obvious - it
would be so much more
powerful to do it through
prose and poetry.We
already had lots written and
using poetry meant we
could involve as many of our
members as wanted to take
part.

The preparation...

That’s where we fell down a
bit. SIMBA had never done
anything like this before.The
next two weeks saw lots of
laughter, some very bossy
behaviour from me and a
growing confidence and
willingness by the group to
do their stuff.Working as a
group was brilliant and we
learnt a lot of new things
about each other through
working in this way. By the
day of the performance we
were all set, in our new
SIMBA tee-shirts and with
two SIMBA cubs (Paulette’s
children) as our supporters.

The performance...

We were nervous, but also
ready to show what we had
been working at. It seemed
to go well and | wanted to
cry when | felt so much part
of the group. It was
tremendously empowering
to stand up in front of a
predominantly white
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Our reception felt fantastic
and we loved the applause
and all the comments and
congratulations we received
afterwards. For weeks after
we were still patting
ourselves on the back and
smiling about how well we
thought we had done in
front of such a big audience.

More
performances...

Then of course we got fired
up and wanted to do more
and over the last year we
have gone from strength to
strength, performing locally
within our Trust and
community and once again
for the Mental Health

Black Space: Phase 1 S

The aim of the Black Space
project is to visit a number
of Black mental health
voluntary sector projects, in
order to assess the lessons
to be learnt from these
projects for a) the
documentation and
celebration of some of the
practices being carried out
within the Black voluntary
sector and b) to enable
mental health services to
work more effectively with
Black people.

Four London based projects
will be chosen, and four out
of London. The projects
comprise four African
Caribbean projects, three
South Asian and one Chinese.

Yvonne Christie is carrying
out the work for the Mental
Health Foundation, with a

Mental Health
Foundat

Foundation at ‘Awakening
the Heart and Soul’. When
we look at what we're doing
now and compare it to what
we did at The Big
Alternative, we realise how
very naive, stilted and raw
we were then. But that
performance was a
tremendously important
starting point for us as a
group. Being given the
freedom to do what we
wanted and being able to
proclaim ourselves as a
group was tremendously
important.

issues. But from SIMBA'’s
point of view, our
participation in the Big
Alternative Conference will
always be an important and
defining part of our history.
SIMBA sends a big roar of
thanks to Alison and
colleagues for giving us our
head and the opportunity to
come together for the first
time as a performing group.
We know this year’s
conference programme
indicates much more
attention to Black people’s
issues. Let’s hope this will
help to convince Black users
and others that the Mental
Health Foundation is
listening and trying to
address our concerns.

Tremendously
empowering to say
our stuff

We got fired up
and wanted
to do more

A big roar of thanks

S4L and the Foundation do
have some serious work to
do if they are to
acknowledge and work with
Black people and their

small advisory group A% =
including Dominic Walker,
Premila Trivedi and Mina
Sassoon. i

The objectives of the project will be:

@ To visit 8 Black mental health voluntary
sector projects.

® To document what enables Black voluntary sector
projects to operate successfully for these Black clients —
what are the particular cultural aspects that set them
apart from larger white cultural organisations and the
statutory sector,

® To try and identify the particular components of.
operation /nuances for Black staff in Black voluntary
sectors. How do Black staff try and deliver a Black
service?

® To document the visits in an appropriate fashion for
sharing with other organisations who may be starting
afresh or who may need practical guidelines for service
provision.

® To explore with the identified projects and staff, what
other outcomes/products they would find useful, with a
view to developing a proposal for future work,





