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The “Lights, Camera, Action” Theatre Project

Action Mental Health

 New Horizons, Antrim

Action Mental Health aims to enhance the quality of life and employability of people with mental health needs and or a learning disability. Action Mental Health’s focus is on promoting a recovery based approach by providing individuals with a range of opportunities to develop the skills necessary to support their social inclusion, independence and employment. 
Our Vision
“A community in which people with mental health needs or a learning disability are valued and empowered to achieve their full potential”
Background:  
Adults with mental ill health often become reliant on professional health services which although vital in their recovery can be a disempowering experience that leads to poor self confidence and low self esteem. 
Intervention:

In September 2011 we decided to introduce and pilot a new, more creative approach to confidence building.  Informal “sowing the seed” chats with our service users about introducing Theatre workshops was met by a positive if not slightly apprehensive response.  It was hoped that the interactive theatre workshops would enable participants to explore issues that are relevant to them in a participatory, creative and dramatic way.  
As a result, fourteen AMH New Horizons clients participated in a set of five theatre workshops delivered in partnership with “Spanner in the Works Theatre Company” from Belfast. Collaboratively the group came up with the idea of adapting some scenes from “One Flew over the Cuckoos Nest”, a 1962 Ken Kesey novel which was adapted into a five times Academy Award winning film starring Jack Nicholson in 1975 . The production was set in an Oregon asylum, and aimed to show the “old face” of mental health services and the dehumanising effects of institutionalisation. 

Impact: 
The group showcased their short play “One Flew Over Lost Horizons” in the Old Courthouse Theatre, Antrim for World Mental Health Day on the 10th October 2011. It was attended by family, friends, referral agents, hostel staff, other community partners and the local media. Journalist Letitia Fitzpatrick supported the event by relaying how the stigma associated with mental illness in Northern Ireland had affected her own life.  The day was a great success as clients had overcome their fears of performing in public and proved to themselves that with support they could tackle the inequalities and stigma that people with mental ill health face both individually and collectively within their own communities.
The projects success gave our clients the confidence to propose participating in and developing a further project to write and produce their own play to showcase to a wider community audience who may never have had the opportunity to meet and hear the stories of people with more chronic mental ill health such as schizophrenia and personality disorder.   AMH adopts a user led approach to service delivery and this was an opportunity to support our clients to have the confidence to challenge the stigma around mental ill health and to be pro active in raising public awareness of the real impact it can have on an individual and their families. 

Funding was secured through South Antrim Rural Network and the “Lights, Camera, Action” project is currently up and running.  

The newly written play will be showcased on Friday 11th May 2012 in the Old Courthouse Theatre in Antrim.  It is expected that 80 adults representing local community groups, relevant outside agencies, friends and family, MLA’s, Antrim Borough Council and local media will be in attendance and will gain increased awareness of the barriers/issues and stigma attached to mental ill health in Northern Ireland.  It is also AMH’s intention to support our clients to use the play as a platform to secure funding for future drama workshops as well as present their work at community conferences and open days.
Added Value and Link to Community Development 

Feedback has suggested that using Drama has provided access to the arts for people who may not otherwise have had the opportunity - through their involvement with Spanner in The Works Theatre Company the group have recently had the opportunity to attend a play “Popping Candy” at Belfast City Hall and have attended a further evening play at The Lyric Theatre in Belfast.   

Discussions with the clients and community partners’ highlighted that participation had increased their awareness about the wider health issues and barriers faced to cope with and recover from mental illness.  The fact that our clients are in the process of writing their own play about mental ill health shows their increased confidence to take collective action and “have a voice”.  They have empowered each other to work, learn and develop together and are striving to break down the stigma and discrimination that historically and still does disable people with mental ill health in Northern Ireland. 

The project has overall encouraged participants to deal with difficult issues in a positive way, tackle social injustice, inequality, discrimination and stigma affecting people with mental ill health 
Contact Details: 

Sandy Webb (CDC), Action Mental Health New Horizons, 4a Steeple Road, Antrim BT41 1AF, Tel: 028 94 428081; Email: swebb@amh.org.uk; Website: www.amh.org.uk
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