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This past year for East Hampshire Disability Forum has been one of reflection, where we are today and what changes we need to make to sustain and be a ‘REAL VOICE’ which is effective in the challenges that are upon us as we come to terms with the ‘Big Society’ in East Hampshire.

It is important that we stay focused and realistic within our limited and reduced resources, but equally stay positive and value what we do have.

I have always felt and said that the voluntary sector is one of the richest in terms of knowledge, expertise, skills, passion and commitment. This is very true for EHDF.

We may be small in number compared to other organisations but we are very rich in the volunteers we have. For East Hants Disability Forum they have been and still are the forum’s strength, backbone, bringing their individual life experiences, knowledge and skills to the table. This enables us to play an effective role in our community, making the difference, taking up the challenges and issues which our members and disabled people and their families face daily in their lives here in East Hampshire.

It has been my privilege to welcome the cooption of Stella Fells as treasurer and Linda Hawthorne to our committee this past year, as well as Sue Slight who represents Treloars School and College.

At this point I would like to pay tribute to Jan Nicholas, our Development Worker. Jan works tirelessly, bringing great understanding, encouragement, patience and enthusiasm to us as a forum. 

Her role remains pivotal, enabling us to have in place some very strong foundations so that the forum remains in a good place to move forward, be sustainable, to grow and develop and respond effectively in a realistic way in the work we seek to do, adding value to the quality of life for all in this beautiful rural community.

Thank you, Jan.

Alongside our members and volunteers, I am also deeply appreciative of our colleagues and partners who act as advisors to us. Not only have they provided this support to the forum, but East Hants District Council and Hampshire County Council, alongside Eli Lily & Co Ltd employees, have also enabled us to continue to be sustainable and develop our work through their funding and contributions. Many, many sincere thanks to all.

Our Multi Sports Club continues to be very much valued and appreciated – sincere thanks to Hilary Hughes and her volunteers for their ongoing commitment to the club. Sincere thanks also to Treloars School with whom we work closely on this activity.

With regard to our Children and Young People’s Group, Blue Badge/Community Access Group, we have reviewed their remit this past year and will now be calling them delivery groups and developing further groups, for example Health and Well-being, Active Lifestyles, to be more effective and work closely with the delivery groups of East Hampshire Community Partnership.

To this end we are seeking to recruit more members to work within and strengthen this very important aspect of our work.

East Hants Disability Forum, like many other organisations and individuals, are in a period of change as we grapple with the impact of the Big Society era.

This past year we have put in a lot of effort to re-evaluate our role to be in a strong sustainable position with a present ‘voice’ around the table.

What of the future? Partnership working is the only real way forward as well as working with individuals. We as a forum look forward to working with all in developing the equality and diversity agenda in East Hampshire, bringing forward our expertise in disability. ‘Life is for the living’.

There are many challenges that come our way from living in a rural community, not least isolation, transport, and employment to name but a few as we see cuts in bus services, rising transport costs through fuel price increases and the tremendous impact of changes to the welfare and benefits system.

However it is important that we remain ‘in touch’ and aware of the issues that such changes will present for the people living in East Hampshire.

A few weeks ago I was asked “What does EHDF do?”

I am privileged to be able to say that over the past years we have played a key role in such projects as the Multi Sports Club, Wheels For All, and the I CAN Project at Queen Elizabeth Country Park as well as having representation around the table of East Hants Community Partnership and other forums/organisations.

More recently we have also applied for charitable status and are eagerly awaiting a response to our application which will enable us to hopefully access other funding opportunities.

Currently with repeated news headlines daily impacting on our lives, and many feeling all at sea without a paddle, our role becomes even more crucial – we are here to help.

East Hampshire is seen as an affluent community with its high property prices, and therefore the effect of the Government’s changes is less damaging! Not so! We are talking about people’s lives. 

Many feel threatened, lost, alone and uncertain and insecure for their futures. Many feel they do not know where to turn or that they are no longer valued.

The huge and largely silent unrewarded army of those who care devotedly for their disabled loved ones around the clock share this worry of job insecurity and threat to financial security. It is stressful.

It is said, ‘home is where the heart is’ but it can become an uncertain lonely place for many we represent, particularly living in a rural environment where the buses stop at weekdays teatime – if they run at all – and every other pub, that traditional social hub in the community, is boarded up.

Numbers may influence priorities, which makes financial sense, but every life is of equal value – priceless.

In our discussions with decision-makers we need to be honest, open and real about our situations in our community in East Hampshire. It is the only way we can move forward to preserve, sustain and hopefully enhance quality of life for all in these austere times.

‘Valuing all people’ is the mission statement of this forum.

What of the future? This is where EHDF comes in. It is to be an effective real voice around the table, as I have already said. To give as well as receive our experience, knowledge and skills. To walk the walk with our partners, not just talk the talk, for those we represent.

Some people here today – as well as absent friends – will feel angry, frustrated, not listened to and even possibly rejected. They may feel unable to fulfil their dreams and aspirations. 

What is also important while we need to be aware what we do not have, we equally need to be aware of what we do have between us as individuals, partners, and as a community and how together we can be working and sharing our resources, not just financial but our talents and expertise.

We know it won’t be easy and we will be presented with many more challenges but as Sir Ranulph Fiennes said, on being asked what kept him motivated on reaching the summit of Mount Everest at his third attempt after surviving a heart attack a few years previously: “Stay positive – keep plodding on!”

Wise words from a remarkable man!

In closing, East Hants Disability Forum is here to stay and we will very much value and appreciate anyone who can join our committee or delivery groups.

And I would like to leave you with a quote from a dear friend and colleague: “The journey doesn’t stop because ‘things change’. Moving on does not mean ‘moving out’. Working together, we will achieve what we set out to achieve.”

We will heed these words of wisdom and continue to conquer our own Everests as a disability forum.

