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Dear Board members

I have tried many times to write this letter in an attempt to accurately reflect both my personal and professional thoughts as I leave the Mental Health Council of Australia.  As the inaugural Chief Executive Officer I find myself confronted with the emotional ties I have generated not only with individuals, but with the Mental Health Council of Australia itself, what it stands for, and what it has achieved.

My time with the Mental Health Council of Australia has by far been the most rewarding period of my professional life.  I have progressed a broad range of skills and developed new ones that will no doubt place me in good stead as I meet the challenges that lie ahead of me.

It is not so much the things that I have learnt nor the accolades the Council has achieved over the last 3 years that come to the front of my mind as I write this letter, it is the small things which maybe, surprisingly, one of the things that I have reflected on over the last couple of weeks.  I recall my interview and the setting for the interview which raised serious questions in my own mind about the authenticity of this new Council, until I finally come to the conclusion that it was the substance of the individual’s who interviewed me that counted and not the fact that the tables and chairs which sat around as they interviewed me, did not match, nor that the light bulb was blown.

I remember very clearly the inaugural strategic planning day when we were requested to place proposed mission statements up on the wall, and I put forward “promoting the mental health of all Australians”, and to which ultimately, received by far the majority of Board votes.  From that point in time, I felt a connectedness not only to those Board members, but to the passion that would see the Council grow to its current status.

More recently, the endorsement of the Flannel Flower as the national symbol for mental health will be sustained within the Australian mental health sector forever.

The growth in the Secretariat in numbers and professionalism, and the obtainment of the very professional presentation that our new premises reflect, are consistent with the growth that I have seen over the last 3 years.

An important national recognition of the role the Mental Health Council of Australia is playing can be reflected in its most recent accolade - the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Human Rights Award.  The Council received this award for its extensive advocacy for a diverse range of groups living with mental illness.

Importantly, the Council has not only developed and progressed its status within the Australian health care system, but it has clearly demonstrated its capacity to not only work with key stakeholders, but when required, take an assertive and independent position in order to ensure the mental health outcomes of all Australians are progressed.

I have many other thoughts that I would like to put into this letter, but they are thoughts that are important to me, and as such, I will take them with me.  I have been extremely fortunate that I have had the privilege to work with and learn from many of the leaders within the Australian mental health system.  I extend my whole-heartedness in appreciation to all Board members past and present.  There are a number of key members who I would like to pay particular tribute to.

Associate Professor Harry Minas - Harry is clearly a leader within the Australian mental health system, and has always made himself available to me particularly in my development years in providing assistance and support, and for that, I extend my utmost appreciation.

Dr Joan Clarke - Always asked the personal question, “How are you Des?”.  Not wanting to know how busy I was, but wanting to know how I was, ensuring that my own mental health was maintained.

Ms Judy Hardy – always challenged me and made sure that I had covered all critical elements when progressing consumer and carer partnerships.  While we may have had different approaches, we shared common goals and I appreciated her ongoing support.

My task as Chief Executive Officer was always made easier by the highly professional and highly supportive Executive members, including Mr Bernard McNair, Ms Helen Connor, Mr John Lawrence, Mr Simon Champ, and Ms Sue Feeney.  Your professionalism and support has allowed the Mental Health Council of Australia to progress and prosper.

The MHCA has been fortunate to have attracted staff with outstanding skills during the period of my employment.  This is no more true than the staff that are currently employed.  Carmen, John, Hedley, and Neil have provided the backbone for the Secretariat activities with unfluctuating enthusiasm and a real belief that they can contribute to improving the mental health of the Australian community.  In particular I pay tribute to Ms Carmen Hinkley who came to the Council as a new graduate some 2 years ago and now fills the position as Senior Policy Officer.  Her policy skills and her personality have made her an absolute delight to work with and I have no doubt Carmen will obtain whatever life goals she sets.

Finally, without doubt the most influential individual in my life along with my parents, and my beautiful wife and children, has been Mr John McGrath.  His passion, his inspiration, and his continual support of me even at times when I had made critical errors, is something that I will take with me forever and it is a partnership that I have been proud to be part of and one which I will always seek to maintain.  Even in times when I felt the task at hand was too large, John always instilled in me a sense of confidence and I always felt that as long as we stood side by side, no task was every going to be too large.  John has left an unmistakable mark in my life and I will always appreciate his professionalism, but more importantly, his friendship.

Many members may not have had the opportunity to meet my wife Lynda and my children, Desmond and Annalee, but whatever achievements and personal growth I take away from the Mental Health Council of Australia, I not only share with them, but owe to them because without their continuous support, understanding, and in their own way, a commitment to promoting the mental health of all Australians, I would simply have never been able to complete my tasks as Chief Executive Officer.

In closing, many challenges face the Council as meets its mission of promoting the mental health of all Australians.  The Council’s record however, is now well established.  The Council and its members can look proudly in its past to see the unprecedented achievements, and from these achievements, grow inspiration that will succumb many, if not all, of the obstacles which may present themselves in the future.

I wish all the members, the Secretariat, and the Council itself, every opportunity to continue to meet the growing demands within the Australian mental health sector, and to continue to promote the mental health of all Australians.

Sincerely yours
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Des Graham

Chief Executive Officer

28 March 2002
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