Hi

My name is Jane Cotton and I work with Moray HandyPerson Services.  

The Connect Project is a new piece of work we are doing in partnership with the Moray Community Health and Social Care Partnership, with European funding from LEADER.  It led on naturally from published research we did regarding Older People and Food Issues. Part of the project is to develop a series of food related information cards.  The drafts for these will be tested out with focus groups of older people – because it is expensive and pointless producing information which is of no use, or ends up in the bin because it isn't attractive enough to keep – and the advice of the focus groups will be acted on.

To explain the other part of the project I would like to share some personal experiences with you.  I live, 

by choice, alone, (except for 4 cats and 8 very old sheep), in a fairly decrepit old croft house, up a single track road, miles from the nearest village.  I drive a heavy, battered truck, called Gertie, which gets me through swollen burns and snow covered tracks - and soaks up the petrol.  I'm fairly broke but I enjoy my independence.  

The winter of 09/10 – you remember the one?- I was stranded for six weeks because of icy roads, only getting out once.  My fuel ran out, and my electric is on pre-pay so can run out, but I had enough if I was careful and I had food.  I was scared to try and walk out, even on nice days, because I have a slightly dicky back and if I had slipped it could have been disastrous.  

So I lived mostly in my bedroom and watched TV, went on the internet, talked on the phone... To begin with it was quite novel and I expected it only to last a few days.  Then I got frustrated and a bit depressed. And finally I got used to it – to the extent that, when the roads eventually cleared I wasn't at all keen to go out.  I had my routines, I had made a virtue out of necessity. I was effectively hibernating.  I had become isolated.

A short time ago I came down with the Mother of all colds – almost man flu! I mostly lay in bed for two whole days feeling wretched. I could not be bothered watching the TV, or answering the phone and when I got hungry I ate fried egg sandwiches and Tunnocks tea cakes.  Even over such a short period I began to feel very lonely and a little scared.

On both these occasions, my ability to enjoy my independence was taken away because my choices had been reduced.  But I knew that the snow would go eventually, as would my cold.  My choices would return.  

But what happens when choice is reduced because of permanent changes in your life?  If age or illness robs you of some of your physical capabilities, or your confidence, or your life partner, or your money.  That is when both isolation and loneliness can become unwelcome long term visitors to your life.

These two, isolation and loneliness, are different things – you do not need to be isolated to be lonely.  But both of them are bad for our mental health and wellbeing – human beings are tribal, we need to share mutual support – with family, friends, neighbours, colleagues, even community services on occasion – what is nowadays called a 'social network'.

Geographically isolated as I was, neighbours made their way to me on tractors and sledges, and colleagues and family kept constant touch on the phone and on the Internet.  Without them I would have been in a mess.

The days of stable communities, where families have lived in the same area for generations, often working together and knowing and being close to neighbours, have largely gone.  We cannot assume that social networks will automatically be in place for everyone, particularly for older people.  We need, as a society, to make sure that the opportunities and choices are there for people to build and maintain these personal support systems if they are lacking or weakening – that people have the opportunity to Connect

So our project is simply that, encouraging people to Connect.  During 2011 we are running free, start-up events around Moray, in places, particularly, which we feel may be lacking in 'things to do'.  Anyone, over the age of 60, and living in each area is invited along. And we are basing these around that most sociable of activities - sharing food – it may be an afternoon tea, or a Sunday Lunch, or a picnic.  At each of these, people will, hopefully, talk about what sort of social activities they would like to get involved in locally - and then later we will work out together if and how these can be achieved.

We are advertising the Connect events throughout the communities and asking people, not only to come along themselves, but, as importantly, to encourage other people to come who may not on their own, feel confident enough to do so.  This is a small, simple project, which we believe can start to build social networks, which in turn can help reduce isolation and loneliness in the lives of some older people in Moray.

