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Well haven’t you come a long way!! – from small and humble beginnings to today - a vibrant and successful mental health service provider.  It is great to be here tonight to celebrate 15 years of success, progress and to revisit old friends and colleagues. 
The past 15 years have flown and time has erased some of the memories which in some instances may be beneficial – so how did it all begin?? 

16 years ago I was working for a specialised employment agency for People with Disabilities.  Kay Palmer came as a support person for one of my clients and we instantly connected.  Over some wine we discussed some of the issues facing people with mental health as we had noticed an increase in clients, once they started training or employment didn’t last in the roles with out intensive support.  Also there were a number of clients that left institutions that required training/support with some basic daily living skills.
We talked about what would be the ideal world as at that time so many people were falling through the gaps.

Later Kay introduced me to her accountant Des Chia, and the three of us decided to think outside the square and we talked about setting up this “ideal agency” and we began to look for funding which would help us realise this idea.

I had a relationship with a person who worked for COGS so off the three of us went armed with a three page business plan to discuss our dream - which was “every person experiencing mental health issues should have the best support systems available to them once they moved into the community”.

I am not too sure if it was the basic business idea or the way we grovelled a lot, but COGS gave us a grant of $40,000 which came with two proviso – we needed to set up a legal entity (so they could give us the money) and that it must be spent within three months (as it was the end of their financial year).
Kay and I formed a business partnership so we could receive the COGS money, Kay resigned her job and we commenced.

While Kay worked each day with four clients designing their individual programmes and supporting them, behind the scene Des and I (assisted by Kay and her two daughters Shelly and Kathy providing the administration), developed a full blown business plan and we formed a Charitable Trust that we called “New Pathways”.

All of the funding went into the clients programmes; Kay operated from her home and worked on a voluntarily basis.

Yes, we used the funding within the three months and we then applied to COGS for more setup funding based on our business plan and the success we were having with the now six clients.

The good news – we were given a grant of $150,000 which meant we could continue to operate but the bad news was we then received a lawyer’s letter saying we needed to change the Trusts name as it was too similar to an existing provider.

The Trust became “New Progress Enterprises” – our first office we rented was on the corner of Collingwood and Alexandra Streets and this was our first year of operation some 15 years ago.  

For the early years funding was extremely tight and I can recall many Trust meetings (and many sleepless nights) discussing the survival (or not) of NPE. It rapidly became obvious that if we were going to survive we needed regular income and a wider funding base.  

One of our first expansions was to bring onto the Trust board Anika Petrovia who was a physiologist – she provided clinical background - the second was to relocate our premises to Garden Place to allow for the growing numbers of client – and we sent Kay off to do the rounds of funders. Persistence paid off and she was successful in gaining a multi year contract with the Ministry of Social Development.  

At this point I wish to pay tribute to Kay Palmer for without her vision, forethought, persistence, passion and her empathy with the people she served, the organisation would not have got off the ground and grown.  Des provided wise business counsel tempered with a solid accounting background – and a side benefit he could handle Kay which was no mean feat!  We all bought different skill sets to the organisation and all of the governance was done on a voluntary basis.
Due to the pressures of her work, Anika resigned from the Trust and we then appointed Mihaka Hohua as an associate trustee representing the interests of staff, consumers and the interest of Maori.
As the organisation grew – still having some growing pains and headaches – we again were forced to relocate – this time to Victoria Street (upstairs above a sex shop): in time we opened a small retail shop downstairs selling consumers artwork and handicrafts however this was short lived. 

We has a short flirtation with a consumer lead woodworking enterprise down in Te Kuiti  - the product was good but inconsistency of production saw us exit from that venture.

By now NPE had contracts with the Taranaki, the Lakelands and the  Waikato District Health Boards enabling us to expand service delivery to Hawera in Taranaki, Tokoroa and Taupo. During this phase we also dabbled with a Tree Nursery in Ngaruawahia.  We also gained the Like Minds, Like Mine contract which was a public education programme aimed at reducing the stigma and discrimination faced by people with experience of mental illness.
During this period we looked at separating the education programmes from the remainder of the organisation and rename this “Real Health” which we thought would allow us to seek contracts outside of mental health.  However this was not pursued once we found out this name was already in use and we decided to continue focusing on our original vision.  
During this same period a new Trustee Allan Fursdon was appointed; whose skills in both employment law and business added the new skills to the Trust Board we needed for the complex and ever expanding organisation. 

2004 was a year I will never forget – in the early months of ’04 the unfortunate and untimely death of CEO Kay Palmer shocked and rocked the Board and the whole organisation including our key stakeholders.  This had a huge impact on us all and there were many important discussions held as what to do next? - what is the future of NPE? – do we continue to battle for funding? – however with the strength of the NPE staff at that time, the determination of the trustees, our thoughts came back to the people we serve the clients – we must continue as this organisation is bigger than one person.

Later that same year (2004) the Trustee Board were delighted to appoint Karen Covell to the position of CEO.

Karen has done herself and the organisation proud. Her inspiration and dedication has consolidated the existing programmes and moved the Trust forward into new directions in what could only be described as difficult times.  
Karen quickly took over the reins and soon after these events it was agreed to rebrand the organisation. Karen led her management team and staff through this process – The organisation became known as “Progress to Health”.

After 12 years as founding Trustee and Chairperson, I realised that it was important to have fresh leadership to help Karen and her new team realise the organisations full potential.  In 2007 I resigned as Chairperson.  
I wish to pay tribute to the many staff we have had in all of our various centres over the past 15 years and the many hundreds of clients - each has bought their own uniqueness and diversity to this vibrant organisation.  Also my personal thanks to the many funders for without them and their persistence and ongoing support we could not make any dream possible.
My thanks to Allan and Karen for the opportunity to revisit and share some memories tonight - Progress to Health has surpassed our original intentions and on behalf of Des, Kay and myself a very big thank you, well done and keep it up……….. 

