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	Wairarapa is poised to host a ground-breaking national symposium on Men’s Wellbeing in March. Originally intended as a forum for local men, interest from other parts of the country has opened it up, with men from Northland to Southland now attending.

“Men were identified as a priority population in the recently developed Wairarapa Suicide Prevention Action Plan,” says symposium organizer Barry Taylor, who is Wairarapa DHB’s Suicide Prevention coordinator. “This symposium is part of a series of activities for men over the next year to promote positive messages about ‘being a man’ and to encourage men to take responsibility for their own mental health and well-being.”

“Men’s mental health has been a hidden subject over many years,” says Barry “Part of the problem is that traditionally, men don't talk about their feelings and they don't ask for help. Recent national advertising campaigns have at last started to break down old barriers about depression in men. This symposium means we can bring men together across all ages and experiences to share ideas about the best strategies to support men in their homes, communities and workplaces.”

The statistics show the urgency of addressing the issues. New Zealand men are 3 times more likely to kill themselves than women across all ages and ethnicities. Men are also over-represented in other measures of poor mental health including violence (perpetrating & victim), drug and alcohol, mental illness especially depression, crime and anti-social behaviours. 
“These are serious challenges not only for the men but for the whanau and communities they belong to,” says Barry. “Many male suicides are associated with relationship break ups, domestic disputes; financial difficulties; major life stressor such as redundancy or a significant loss; or some sort of event resulting in social stigma or shame, for example from a court appearance.”

Making a difference is made harder as men are more reluctant to seek help or may dismiss the seriousness of their problems.
“What we do know from the research is that there is a lot of masked depression, especially in young men,” says Barry. “We also know the importance of having a significant male in the lives of young men and that men experience high levels of social isolation in times of stress. It’s also been demonstrated that "user friendly" services influence how well that service may be used. That’s a driving force behind hosting this symposium.”

There is an impressive line-up of speakers, including Dr Hone Kaa is a Senior Anglican Minister, veteran activist and Chair of the Maori child advocacy organisation Te Kahui Mana Ririki; John Macdonald, Professor of Primary Health Care, University of Western Sydney; Freerk Ykema, director of the Gadaku Institute, Netherlands, author and presenter of the international Rock and Water program; Vic Tamati, violence free champion for the ‘It’s not OK’ campaign; and Dr Gareth Rouch, formerly of Masterton, a teacher and special education advisor, who has extensively researched the role of fatherhood in promoting social and emotional wellbeing.

 “Wairarapa residents are known for responding to the hard social issues in our communities so I am confident that Wairarapa men will get behind and support this exciting project,” said Mr Bob Francis,, District Health Board chair, who will open he symposium with the Hon. Peter Dunne. The symposium will be facilitated by Rex McCann, author of "Fatherless Sons - the stories of New Zealand men.

Barry says the symposium is clearly designed by men, for men. “While the reason for coming together is the challenge of the poor mental health statistics for men, the solutions need to be strengths-based, masculine affirming, culturally appropriate. They need to help men connect with their important social roles such as partner, father, son, grandfather, uncle and mate.”

The symposium will be held 17 – 18 March at the Copthorne Hotel. 

To register for the symposium contact Jen Bergantino, Phone (06) 946 9882 or visit the Healthy Lifestyles section on www.wairarapa.dhb.org.nz.
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