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North Carolina Consumer 
Leaders Form Network

 by Gayle Bluebird, gaylebluebird@aol.com

At the invitation of North Carolina peer advo-
cate Laurie Coker, I facilitated a two-day Consumer 
Leadership Retreat in Winston 
Salem. The purpose of this event 
was to help consumers in North 
Carolina form a statewide network 
or organization to promote con-
sumer-directed outcomes across 
the state. 

The meeting was held February 
23-24 at Union Baptist Church (space that had been do-
nated) in Winston-Salem. Laurie had done an excellent 
job of inviting interested consumers in the state, along 
with leaders representing many of the major consumer 
organizations. Twenty people attended, along with two 
guests. Representative Earline Parmon, from the leg-
islature, and Jim Gallaher, a mental health community 
advocate and friend, both stopped by to listen and lend 
support to the effort. Laurie had also raised funds and 
received financial and moral support from several pro-
vider agencies. NAMI of Forsyth County helped with 
expenses for people to attend, including my consulta-
tion fees.

Goals were established early, and people who 
attended the initial Florida Peer Network retreat in 

(Continued on page 8)

FPN GETS HIGH TECH

Did you get our message? Last month the Florida 
Peer Network initiated a new email announce-

ment service that allows us to send messages to anybody 
who wants to get the latest information about us and 
our peers and supporters. The very first announcement 
was a letter from Florida Peer Network treasurer, Bill 
Schneider, requesting input from our members regard-
ing testimony that Bill was asked to provide the Florida 
legislature. A second announcement was from editor 
Sally Clay, requesting submissions to this newsletter 
from our readers. 

These are one-way communications designed to 
keep people informed about activities of the Florida 
Peer Network. They will supplement other venues of 
communication such as individual emails, teleconfer-
ences, and this newsletter. For those who want a more 
interactive online experience, we are also working to set 
up an online forum that will allow people to post their 
own views on various topics.

Notices and announcements of this kind will be sent 
out every once in a while in an effort to keep members 
up to date on what is happening on the mental health 
front in Florida. This new email list is free of charge to 
anyone with an email address. In our first mailings, we 
tried to reach as many of our members as possible, but 
we hope that you will let us know if your address needs 
to be added. To join the email list, all you have to do is 
go to our website and type your email address in the box 
that is provided.

WE ARE HERE!
Our office is located in this building,
Room MHC 2505, on the campus of

Florida Mental Health Institute in Tampa.
Call us toll free at 877-FLA-PEER (877-352-7337)

Email: info@floridapeernetwork.org
Website: www.floridapeernetwork.org

mailto:gaylebluebird@aol.com
mailto:info@floridapeernetwork.org
http://www.floridapeernetwork.org
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Wow, itôs already springtime in Florida! So far it has been a busy year. 
In February we published the second edition of our newsletter and sent 
out nearly 1500 copies around the state. The newslet-
ter has been well received and has helped us to reach 
out to new members and organizations. Additionally, 
it is posted to our website, thus making it available to 
people throughout the country. The article last month 
on our Recovery Stories project resulted in dozens of 
calls from people interested in sharing their personal 
stories.

At the beginning of the month we participated in a meeting of state ad-
vocacy organizations. The Florida Mental Health Institute (FMHI) hosted 
the event to bring together as many as possible of the groups working to 
improve mental health services. Among those attending were Active Minds 
(the student consumer organization), NAMI, the Depression and Bipolar 
Support Alliance (DBSA), and the Federation of Families.

On February 7 we took part in the Behavioral Health Day at the Capitol. 
These festivities are held annually in Tallahassee to draw attention to our 
mental health care system and the need for change. Attending this year were 
consumers, family members, provider agencies, and advocacy organiza-
tions from around the state. The Florida Peer Network co-sponsored the 
event with the Florida Council for Community Mental Health, the Florida 
Alcohol and Drug Abuse Association, the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Corporation, NAMI Florida, and others. We hosted a booth on the 
second floor of the Capitol and handed out information on the Network, as 
well as literature on recovery and mental health policy.

In mid-month I had the opportunity to co-instruct a seminar at FMHI 
with Jim Winarski, a faculty member at the Institute. We addressed an un-
dergraduate course on Exemplary Practices in Behavioral Health Care, dis-
cussing challenges to recovery and the socio-economics of mental illness.

The Network continues to focus on improving the mental health-care 
system and the lives of the people receiving services in that system. We 
feel that it is important to participate in as many forums as possible. Toni 
Beard, our Second Vice-President, is the chairperson for the Recovery & 
Resiliency Task Force, a group that looks at our existing system and rec-
ommends necessary changes. In late February the Network attended the 
Transformation Work Group in Tallahassee, where we presented on the 
Self-Directed Care program. We recommended that Self-Directed Care be 
implemented statewide, and our proposal was echoed by the unanimous 
support of the R&R Task Force. The Transformation Work Group uses 
the input from the R&R Task Force, the Florida Peer Network, and other 
sources to assist in making changes in our system of care.

Please feel free to contact me at www.floridapeernetwork.org or 877-
352-7337 if you have questions about Network activities or are interested 
in participating in the Recovery Stories project.

MESSAGE FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
by Patrick Hendry, patrickhendry@earthlink.net

mailto:zangmo@sallyclay.net
mailto:peerprint@peercenter.org
http://www.floridapeernetwork.org
mailto:info@floridapeernetwork.org
http://www.floridapeernetwork.org
http://www.floridapeernetwork.org
mailto:patrickhendry@earthlink.net
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HOW I BECAME A PEER ADVOCATE
by Sally Clay, zangmo@sallyclay.net

I became a peer advocate in 1981. I was recently dis-
charged from the state hospital in Maine, and I was fed 
up with the way I had been treated there. 
When I got out of the hospital, I joined a 
new organization called the Alliance for the 
Mentally Ill. I learned that AMI was part 
of a new social movement that consisted of 
family groups like AMI and a few peer sup-
port groups run by consumers. I joined up 
with the consumers, with our small support 
group called the Consumer Coalition. 

The first test of my commitment to this new move-
ment came when the Office of Mental Health scheduled 
some public hearings on client rights. Some employees 
of the department had produced a document which they 
claimed laid out patient rights for persons committed to 
the state hospital, where I had been only a few weeks 
before. The vice president of AMI, who was also a law-
yer, urged me to testify at the hearing, and to use my 
experience to comment on the rights proposed by the 
department.

I agreed, and obtained a copy of the rights regula-
tions. But as I read it, my anger mounted. The regula-
tions were supposed to list rights enjoyed by mental 
patients -- but in the document, the word ñrightsò never 
even appeared! The regulations were written entirely 
from the point of view of the treating staff. When any-
thing approaching civil rights was mentioned, it was not 
named as a right held by the patients, but instead was 
described as rules of behavior for staff. For example, 
if consent to a certain medication was required, it was 
described not as the patientôs right but as measures to be 
taken by staff to obtain a signature.

It was easy for me to prepare a written response to 
the rights regulations, since I am a writer, and I had my 
talk completed well in advance of the hearing. What 
was not so easy, however, was working up the courage 
to speak in public. I had always avoided public speaking 
of any kind. I avoided debates or other such activities 
when I was in school, and I even refused to lead classes 
in my church youth group. As the time for the hearing 
approached, I became more and more nervous. I did not 
think I was going to be able to do this!

On the morning of the hearing, I was a wreck. Even 
though Helen, the lawyer, had promised to sit next to me, 
I dreaded the meeting, and was filled with fear. Then I 

If at first you donôt succeed, 
skydiving is not for you. - Anon

remembered a bottle of pills that I had in my medicine 
cabinet. They had been given to me before I left the state 

hospital by the psychiatrist who advised me 
that I could try taking the pills if I felt that I 
was in danger of becoming manic. I was not 
manic, but I certainly needed a boast to my 
courage. I took one of the pills, and put the 
bottle in my purse in case I needed another 
one. What I did not realize was that the pill 
I took was not a sedative, but was a heavy 
duty neuroleptic called Haldol.

By the time I reached the hearing, I was in the midst 
of what I thought was a full-blown panic attack. My 
hands were shaking and my brain was screaming in my 
head. I sat at one of the tables, looking across at all of the 
providers and government employees who were there to 
testify. I was practically jumping out of my seat; I need-
ed to be nailed down. Clearly, I thought, the pill was not 
working. I decided to take another one. This only made 
things worse. My hands started shaking uncontrollably, 
and I was jumping out of my skin. 

When I told Helen how I was feeling and what I 
had done, she looked at me in horror. Finally I realized 
what had happened. My panic attack was not psychiat-
ric, but was a reaction to Haldol. But it was too late to 
do anything about it. I had to grit my teeth and go ahead 
with my testimony. Somehow I managed to get through 
it; it even seemed that my testimony was successful, as 
many of the other advocates complimented me on what 
I said. 

In the weeks ahead, I was invited by the Office of 
Mental Health to take part in a panel to review client 
rights and rewrite the regulations. This panel met over 
the course of four years and eventually resulted in a new 
set of client rights that were voted as law by the Maine 
legislature.

After the hearing, however, I had to recover from 
the Haldol. The next day I could not leave my apart-
ment. I had to call a case manager from a local agency 
to come sit with me while I shook and waited for the 
side effects of the drug to wear off.

mailto:zangmo@sallyclay.net
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What is Floridaôs Advocacy Center?  

The Advocacy Center for Persons with Disabilities 
Inc., is a non-profit organization providing protection 
and advocacy services in the State of Florida. The 
Centerôs mission is to advance the dignity, equality, 
self-determination, and expressed choices of individu-
als with disabilities.

The Center promotes, expands, protects, and seeks 
to assure the human and legal rights of people through 
the provision of information and advocacy. The Center 
will carry out its mission with the involvement of in-
dividuals with disabilities. The Center is committed to 
assuring community inclusion with adequate supports 
for all individuals with disabilities and will be at the 
forefront of protecting this right.

The Center also monitors the quality of residential 
and support services to individuals with disabilities. 
The monitoring may be on-site, talking with individu-
als receiving services and/or reviewing information 
from other agencies. The information gathered is used 
to advocate for individuals and push systemic reform 
in an effort to assure their civil and legal rights are 
protected.

For more information about the Advocacy Center, 
visit their website at www.advocacycenter.org or call 
their toll free number at 1-800-342-0823.

NEW BOOK: Brain Bondage

Florida Peer Network member Angela Vickers has 
recently published a new book entitled, Brain Bondage: 
The Delay in Mental Illness Recovery. The book is de-
scribed in the  Introduction section of her web page:

When I first faced in-
justice due to my mental 
illness diagnosis, I thought 
that all I needed was a good 
lawyer who understood bi-
polar recovery. I assumed 
there was justice, even for 
those with a mental ill-
ness diagnosis. The more 
I asked for legal help, the 
more I learned about preju-
dice and how little lawyers 

knew about mental illnesses. I understood the prob-
lem, as I knew nothing about psychiatric illness when 
I experienced my manic episode at age 36. Like me, I 
learned that few people knew even the most basic facts 
about bipolar and the other mental illnesses. It seemed 
that no one cared if a person with a mental illness faced 
injustice and presumptions of guilt.

Discrimination was and is pervasiveééé

As with other national battles for civil rights, a vic-
tory for those with mental illness will require an edu-
cated media, an informed legal community, the support 
of the faith community, and educators willing to teach 
new truths to the generations to follow. This book dis-
cusses the roles of key professions in determining the 
plight of people with mental illness. Working together, 
our nation can end brain bondage. 

For more information and to order the book, go to 
Angelaôs web page at http://www.angelavickers.net.

Send Us Your Trite, Your Poor, Your Huddled Manuscripts!
The Florida Peer Network News invites you or your organization to submit material for publication. 

We seek announcements of local events of interest to Florida mental health pioneers, as well as articles 
about consumer-operated programs and advocacy. We are especially inter-
ested in your personal stories of re- covery and your poems, drawings, and 
cartoons. We welcome accounts of experiences with Medicaid, Medicare, 
and mental health system transfor- mation. Deadline for submission is the 
15th of each month. Please try to keep your document short, and send 
it as an email or an attached Word document to zangmo@sallyclay.net.

Always remember that youôre     
unique, just like everyone else.  

    - Anon 

http://www.advocacycenter.org
http://www.angelavickers.net
mailto:zangmo@sallyclay.net
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