MANDY’S BIG ADVENTURE – or ‘Crossing Oceans for Young Carers….’
Gloucestershire Young Carers worker Mandy Bell has three adventurous teenagers so she is no stranger to waving good-bye to them at the airport. However, when she bids them a tearful farewell this Autumn it will be Mandy herself who will be stepping onto the plane and into the adventure of a lifetime.
Mandy has won an eminent fellowship which will take her to Australia for four weeks on a fact-finding and resource-sharing mission related to her work with young carers and parents with mental ill health.
But as well as learning a whole lot more in her professional field, at 51-years-old Mandy is also keen to use the opportunity to learn more about herself.
She says: “I have to say that many people would just get on the plane without a second thought but this is a huge, huge thing for me.  Although I have been lucky enough to travel quite a bit with my family, I have never travelled alone or even spent this much time alone.  I have three busy children and I grew up with four brothers so this is going to be an amazing experience for me.”
Mandy is a Development Worker with Gloucestershire Young Carers who specialises in working with families where a parent is experiencing mental ill health. 
Around 50 per cent of the 1500 or so young carers that there are believed to be in Gloucestershire have a caring responsibility for someone in their family who may be suffering from one of the myriad of mental illnesses – from depression to one of the rarer psychotic conditions. Whatever the condition, the effect on at child can often be quite severe and have long-term damage.
Mandy says:  “As well as the more commonly-known scenarios – such as children being physically injured or even killed by parents with mental ill health there are many other effects.  Research suggests that children who are dealing with regular short periods of acute illness can be more deeply affected than those who are experiencing long periods of chronic ill health in a parent.”
Through her work with young carers Mandy project-managed the publication of a pioneering booklet called Minds, Myths and Me which was written by young people for young people to help them understand the issues they face as children of parents with mental ill health.
She has also spent years training health and social care professionals in the nationally recognised Crossing Bridges course aimed at raising awareness of young carers’ issues and facilitating closer working practices between agencies in the fields of health and social services.
The Minds, Myths and Me booklet was adopted by the Royal College of Psychiatrists and eventually got taken up as a key booklet with agencies working with young carers out in Australia. It was only natural, therefore, that when the opportunity arose Mandy grabbed it with both hands to go out to Australia to share ideas and working practices with her Antipodean colleagues.
She said: “It was one of Gloucestershire Young Carers’ own Trustees, Maggie Bell, who suggested that I pursue this research trip as it would help my own professional development and the progress of our charity.
“I put together an application to go out to Australia to work on behalf of Gloucestershire Young Carers but also other bodies that our charity works in collaboration with such as The Children’s Society and the Princess Royal Trust for Carers.  I submitted the application to the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust. 
“I was amazed when I got through the first round, then the second and then got notified that I had been awarded a fellowship. I understand around 1500 people apply for such a grant every year and only 100 fellowships are awarded.”
The grant that Mandy has been awarded encourages professionals from all walks of life to pursue an overseas project that would benefit both their own community and the UK. It pays for travel and living expenses.
Mandy will travel for 4 weeks in and around New South Wales and, in particularly, Sydney, meeting with representatives from children’s services and mental health, sharing ideas and learning how her colleagues over there support young carers of parents with mental ill health.
She says: “It is a great privilege to be going on this trip and I shall be very busy when I get back sharing what I have learned with as many people as possible.”
But if the travelling alone is going to be a new experience to Mandy then it will go hand in hand with a swift learning curve in 21st century communications. 
She adds: “I will be in touch with my family regularly by phone and Skype and I’ve even promised to update my colleagues in the UK via blogs and Tweets – so I’m going to have to brush up on my internet knowledge before I go as well as everything else.”
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