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End of Year Report, December 2009 

 

Outcomes and Highlights of 2009  

 

 We delivered a high quality early intervention service to vulnerable families of the 
Sutherland Shire in accordance with our mission statement – 

“To improve the quality of life for families with newborns and young children        

and building a healthier community.” 
 

 Our service was awarded the Government of NSW “Community Service Award”. 

We were the recipient of the Sutherland Shire Council  Mayoral Ball and the 

Highfield Committee at Sutherland Hospital made a significant donation in 

recognition of our work within Sutherland Hospital.  

 

 The very high level of community support for our service continues to inspire us. 
This reflects the recognition of the importance of our early intervention service. Local 

service organisations, clubs, council and individuals have supported us financially to 

keep us operating and we thank them for their assistance. We have been unable to 

establish recurrent funding at any level of government. More details are listed in 
community support section of this report and the honour role on our website at - 

www.sutherlandearlysupportservice.org   

 
 Our emphasis on volunteer participation has made a significant contribution to 

building social capital and social cohesion in the Sutherland Shire. The formation of 

trusting relationships with families, the training and development of new skills in the 
volunteers as well as their increased activity and job satisfaction leads to improved 

health outcomes. High social capital is connected with better health and happiness 

which underpins a productive community. 

 
 Early brain development has been supported by encouraging nurturing and 

responsive relationships between a mother and her baby. Building healthy brain 

architecture in the first years of life provides a vital foundation for health, behaviour 
and learning. The importance of our early childhood prevention and intervention 

program is based on this premise. 

 
 Building Resilience, the “universal capacity which allows a person, group or 

community to prevent, minimize or overcome the damaging effects of adversity,” 

(The International Resilience Project 2005 p3 (1) has been fostered in our mothers so 

they develop effective coping skills, confidence and perseverance and do not 
succumb to more emotional, mental and social disorders. 

  

 Strengthening protective factors leading to better outcomes in our families by 
addressing factors that put a family at risk and assisting with difficulties before they 

become entrenched. 

 

http://www.sutherlandearlysupportservice.org/
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 Supporting mothers with Post Natal Depression and Anxiety as they journey to 

recovery is a significant part of our client load. This year our figures have been over 
40 clients in a case load of 66 per month. This has showed an increase from 2008 

when the figures were in the 30s. This year they have been over 40 since June 09. A 

number of our mothers have been very ill with some recovering from suicide 

attempts. They have required high levels of support and supervision. We ensure 
mental health services, child youth and family counsellors, psychologists or local GPs 

are also involved to manage the medication/therapy part of the recovery. Our service 

provides the practical support in the home and assistance with appointments, for 
example, psychiatrist appointments.  Currently we have 26 mothers under the care of 

the Perinatal Mental Health Specialist and meet regularly to discuss client progress. 

Research shows that maternal Post Natal Mood Disorders are associated with poorer 
outcomes for children and infants. The mother’s depression and anxiety can impact 

on their attachment with their infant. Secure attachment is critical for a baby’s 

development and is associated with later emotional regulation, social competence and 

self-reliance. 
 

Our core service is home visiting family support provided by a team of 66 volunteers who 

are trained and supervised by the two coordinators.  We are currently supporting 66 
vulnerable families with 111 children who were referred to our service due to lack of support, 

isolation, difficulty adjusting to parenthood, multiple births, anxiety, postnatal depression, or 

issues of ill health / disability . Each family is linked with a trained volunteer who provides 
one-on-one support in the family’s home. Each volunteer is supported and supervised by two 

professional coordinators who also provide the initial and ongoing monthly training. We have 

maintained a steady stream of volunteers each year as well as retained many volunteers in the 

service for several years. We have several volunteers who have worked in volunteer home 
visiting for 14 years.   

 

 
A snapshot of the caseload is as follows: 

 

 

It has been another very busy year with the demand far exceeding what we can provide. In 
total since opening in 2005 we have assisted 408 families and 750 children. We have closed 

57 client files in 2009 with 125 children and are currently working with 66 families with 111 

children. Of those families 11 are from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) 

backgrounds. 
Multiple birth families:  Currently 23 

Post Natal Depression/anxiety:  Currently 40 

Referrals of clients with Disability/Ill Health issues are increasing and require significant 
support. We need extra funds and resources to assist these families. 

Other cases we have assisted are premature infants, reflux babies, clients from CALD 

backgrounds and defence force mums. There have been a number of clients requiring two 

volunteers because of their level of need. Some families fit into several categories, e.g., a 
mum with Post Natal Depression who has twins with reflux. All our families lack support 

whether through geographical distance from families and friends, deceased parents, work 

requirements of their partner, recent move into the area, or limited social contacts/resources.  
 

 

 

The graph on the following page illustrates the SESS client family caseload. 
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SESS Cases by Type 

June 2005-November 2009
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Community Support & Funding 

Those who invest in our service help us benefit the local community now and in the future. 

We would like to thank our supporters for this year: 

 

 The local Rotary clubs – Miranda, Sutherland, Sylvania & Engadine for their financial 

support in 2009 

 The Highfield Committee at Sutherland Hospital for their recognition of our work 
within the health service 

 Gymea Tradies for supporting our project “Keeping Babies Safe” 

 The Commonwealth Bank for their award to assist families with issues of ill health or 
disability. 

 Sutherland Shire Council and the Mayor Lorraine Kelly for their support through the 
Mayoral Ball and the community grant program. 

 Miranda RSL Sub-Branch for their support of local Defence families 

 Local service clubs – Lions club of Engadine, Inner Wheel Club of Sutherland,  

 Community groups – Second Chance Opportunity Shop, the Porcelain Dollmakers 

Guild, Cancer Council, Cronulla Spiritual Sanctuary, 

 Individual people in our community who have donated to our service. 

 Local business – F& H Engineering 

 

Advisory Committee 

Our Advisory Committee consists of eight committed volunteers (including one home visiting 

volunteer) who attend monthly meetings to address issues of long term funding and strategic 
planning for the service. We thank Lauren Sargent who retired this year and welcomed her 
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replacement Susan Shoebridge to our team. President Stan Nurthen, Phil Whyte, Martin 

Iffland, Mary Jacobs, Peter & Jenny Pidoux have worked throughout the year to secure 
funding in many areas. We acknowledge the strong Rotarian representation on our committee 

and thank them for their time and effort on our behalf. 

 

Sutherland Shire Information & Community Services Inc. our auspice body, has provided 
administrative backup for us and we thank them for their assistance over the year. 

 

Community partnerships 
Over the years we have built up valuable partnerships with people and organisations in our 

local community who want to help and support families in the area. Many of our families 

have benefited from the care and nurture provided by: 
 

 South East Sydney Illawarra Area Health Service for assistance with office 
accommodation in Possum Cottage in the grounds of Sutherland Hospital. We work 

closely with health workers and the central location has allowed for easy access to 

mothers in the maternity floor and Possum Cottage. 

 Sutherland Shire Council (staff & councillors) for their advocacy and support through 
the Mayoral Ball and Community Grants. 

 St Luke’s Anglican Church for training facilities for volunteers and for annual social 
events such as the Mother’s Day Morning Tea for our clients. 

 Terry Bouggas at St George Graphics for donating our printing needs. 

 Kingsway Community church for organising and delivering beautifully presented 
Christmas Hampers for our families to enjoy. 

 The Manna Programs at Gymea & Caringbah Baptist churches. Thank you to 
coordinators Janet Chapman and Anne Giovas and all their volunteers for the 

provision of a wonderful meal program that helps our clients and allows them to feel 

cared for. One of our mothers cried every time her meals were delivered and said that 
no one had ever done anything for her before. 

 Leonie Freed from St Luke’s Anglican  for her meal support program 

 Gateway and Cronulla Christian churches for maintaining our food pantry so that we 

can support families with food boxes when finances are critical. Our volunteer Fae 

Verdich is the wonderful link between the churches and our cupboard. 

 Sylvania Rotary for their ongoing donations to our nappy supply. 

 Sutherland Cannabis Clinic, Claire Hogan Chiropractor, Southside Clinical 

Psychology, Rosemarie Grubb Domestic violence worker, Wendy Jarrett, Sexual 
health nurse for volunteering their time this year to assist the professional training of 

volunteers. 

 

Volunteers and Training 

 

This year the coordinators provided initial training to new volunteers as well as monthly in 

service training for existing volunteers. These sessions were very well attended and covered 
the following topics some of which were provided by specialist guest speakers: Impact of 

Cannabis use on families and treatment options; Treatment of Colic and Reflux in babies; 

Dealing with Anxiety; Domestic violence, and Women’s Sexual health issues. 

Two important sessions were First Aid for Kids training which was funded by Sutherland 
Council. Volunteer feedback has again been very positive this year. 
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Two of our volunteers received the 2009 Cook Community Award in recognition of their 

valued contribution to the Shire community through Sutherland Early Support Service.  

 

Outcomes and client comments 

 

Our many and varied clients are enormously grateful for the practical help and support they 
receive from their volunteers and the client surveys completed at closure of our home visiting 

indicate how valued the support is. Our home visiting service produces valuable outcomes 

for families in the Sutherland Shire. 
 

 Reduced isolation 

 Improved access to services 

 Improved self esteem, positive mental and physical health outcomes for mothers and 
babies 

 Building resilience in mothers 

 Reduction in stress and family crisis 

 Improved parenting skills, family functioning and wellbeing 

 Improved health, knowledge and skills of volunteers through active community 
participation and training 

 Flow-on benefits of a caring, healthier and inclusive community 

 Building social capital or the glue that hold society together 

 

 
 

A recent feedback letter from one of our clients with severe post natal depression said: 

“I felt I had no help or support in the world not even my family, so to have people come 

to my “rescue” when I needed it was a big relief. I don’t know how I would have got 

through this tough period without the early support service and to have it for a long 

period. I feel I am now ready to stand on my own two feet and succeed. I would have 

been lost without Erica & Gill & Anne and Lina’s voice on the phone – definitely my life 

line.’ 

 
Another mum with depression and isolated at home with a 6 week old baby and a demanding 
2 yr old with limited supports said: 

“Having Rachael, an experienced and skilful mum help me with her advice & empathy 

was awesome. I was totally overwhelmed by how generous she was with her time and 

how committed she was …She provided fun and exciting play times for my 

toddler…...Keep doing exactly what you did for us – linking families with a carer who 

would fit their situation. I found Lina provided the perfect amount of support, being 

available to talk to anytime we needed her. Your service has been a significant help with 

my marriage and relationship with my kids; knowing Rachael was coming every week 

helped to de-stress me and encouraged me…I’m in a much better place mentally now.” 
 

Another complex mother, very unwell physically and mentally with two boys had our support 

for two years. She sent an SMS to her volunteer saying: 

“You were like a gift from heaven, such a kind, energetic beautiful lady whom we came 

to love being a part of our lives. You were the sunshine we desperately needed in our 

lives as we were going through such dark times….we will miss you, please keep safe and 

keep shining like you do”. 
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Referrals 

 
As in previous years our main referral base (see graph below) continues to be health workers 

in the hospitals, community health centres or the Early Childhood Clinics. Note the high 

percentage of referrals received from SESIAHS (South East Sydney Illawarra Area Health 

Service). 
 

 

SESS Referrals 

June 2005- November 2009
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Agencies we work with in a professional partnership to ensure the best care for our families 

are: 
 

Sutherland Shire Early Childhood Centres 

Sutherland Hospital Social Work Department 
Perinatal Mental Health Team Sutherland Hospital 

Child Youth & Family Team at Caringbah Community Health Centre 

Possum Cottage at Sutherland Hospital 

Sutherland Family Services 
Local General Practitioners 

Local counsellors/welfare workers 

Southside Clinical Psychology 
Caringbah Community Health Centre 

Engadine Community Health Centre 

Tresillian 
Karitane 

Whispers Cottage 

St George Hospital 

Multiple Birth Association 
Multiple Sclerosis Society 

Sylvanvale 

Local Psychologists 
The Well Being Clinic 

Southern Community Welfare 

 
We thank all the workers from these agencies who work so hard to provide optimum care and 

support to families with new babies in the Sutherland Shire. 
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Educational Support and Training 

 

We have assisted a number of students completing community welfare studies for the HSC & 

Loftus TAFE.  

This year the coordinators attended the following meetings and forums as part of their work: 
SSICS Management Meetings monthly and AGM 

Sutherland Shire Child & Family Interagency bi monthly 

Sutherland Shire Interagency monthly 
Monthly meeting with the Perinatal Mental Health specialist 

Client case work meetings 

South East Sydney Families NSW Project Management meetings as Sutherland Shire 
Representative. 

Meetings at Sutherland council re Mayoral Ball 

Rotary meetings and change over dinners. 

Barnardos meeting with senior manager South East Sydney. 
Kingsway mothers’ group talks 

Community Leaders forum 

Sutherland Shire Community Cabinet 
Tradies Gala Dinner  

Sutherland Family Services AGM 

Presentation at DOCS 
Sutherland Shire Council Presentations 

 

 

 

 

 

Professional development 

 

The coordinators attended the following professional training sessions and courses to enhance 

their knowledge and skills: 

 
“Winning Partnerships for children” 12/3/09 

“Community Mental Health Strategy” St George Hospital 21/5/09 

“Keep them Safe” forum 21/8/09 
“Grantseeker’s Workshop” at Sydney Community Foundation 26/8/09 

“Demystifying DOCS” 20/8/09 

“Understanding & Responding to children who experienced abuse & violence based trauma” 
two day workshop, 10th & 11

th
 September, 2009 

“Intervening in Perinatal Mood Disorders: An Attachment Perspective” at Karitane 22/9/09 

“Engaging & Working with families where a member faces issues with mental health” 

20/9/09 
“Unlocking the Puzzle – Information for parents of children with a disability” 1/12/09 
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In Conclusion 
 

 

Our service has made a positive difference in vulnerable families. We have achieved 

the goal of diminishing risk factors in such families and strengthening protective 

factors, so improving the chances of positive outcomes. This is possible because we 

are involved so early – there is more leverage in the early years. The importance of 

nurturing and responsive relationships by the home visitors with the mothers, babies 

and toddlers helps build healthy brain architecture which is crucial in setting the  

foundation for learning, behaviour and health outcomes. This is illustrated by the 

following two graphs on pages 9 and 10 - Intervention effects and costs of social-

emotional mental health problems over time; Rates of return to human development – 

investment across all ages. 

 

  “Human connectedness is the key to resilience, authentic happiness and a sense of 

wellbeing. This can only be achieved through the recognition, honouring and 

nurturing the human spirit that exists within every child ever born.” 

Maggie Dent, Saving Our Children from Our Chaotic World, 2003. 

 

 Through the caring relationships of the coordinators and volunteers with the families, 

Sutherland Early Support has increased protective factors that enrich resilience. There 

has been a growth in bondedness and social connectedness, life and parenting skills, 

sharing knowledge, personal nourishment, hope and positive expectations, self 

esteem, and opportunities for participation and involvement. These are all powerful 

motivating forces. Our work also encompasses the latest brain and neuroscience 

research. We are privileged to work in such an organisation that invests early in 

young children.  

 

 

 

Lina Willmott and Anne Van Vuuren 

Coordinators 

Sutherland Early Support Service 
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