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PRESIDENT’S REPORT - June 18th 2009

It’s my pleasure to present the President’s Report for 2009. We began this year with a change in name from Bendigo Autism Family Support Group (BAFSG) to Bendigo Autism Asperger Group (BAAG). One of the benefits of the name change is that a more diverse group of people has actively sought out our group. That is, we have enquires from adults on the spectrum, grandparents and parents.  Hopefully this will provide a larger voice in our local community to advocate for the needs of those we love, regardless of their age or abilities.

In order to establish more clearly whom BAAG represents, we recently reintroduced membership.  We’re still wading our way through the paper work because we have 105 families who have completed membership forms. In additional to this group, we have approximately 30 families who’ve been members of BAFSG and are on our mailing list but haven’t completed a current membership form. So BAAG is growing at a steady rate!

One of BAAG’s roles has been to support individuals and their families by providing information on how families can access different forms of assistance. However, the most important resource offered by BAAG is it’s members.   Members share their knowledge and experiences of negotiating the health and education systems and the stresses of providing stable and happy family lives. Regular Saturday and Thursday morning coffees have enabled people to share information and resources and thereby improve their family’s quality of life. There have been consistently high numbers of people attending these days, indicating that there’s a strong need to continue to provide this opportunity for families to come together and share their story and know they’re not alone.   

In October, BAAG received a grant for $1,000 from the ‘Community Foundation for Bendigo and Central Victoria’. BAAG purchased the ‘Building Foundations’ DVDs and booklets, and donated them to Bendigo Health’s ‘Autism Diagnostic Assessment Service’. This information package is given to families who receive a diagnosis of an ASD from Bendigo Health, along with an accompanying letter of support from BAAG.

In November 2008, BAAG booked out the Discovery Center and 68 people had a wonderful day of fun and an opportunity to socially connect in a safe environment. Additionally, throughout the year we’ve had numerous guest speakers to assist families in gaining access to support and services such as respite and early intervention packages. Our most recent speaker Donna Williams attracted a crowd of 150 people to hear her presentation on ‘Autism as a Fruit Salad.’ It was a truly inspirational night with many interesting and challenging concepts explored by Donna.

BAAG has developed a significant presence in our region, as we strive to educate the community on Autism and Asperger’s Syndrome. This education process has involved adding to the resources in the Goldfields Central Library because the demand for information has been extensive. BAAG also developed new brochures and advertising literature to inform the community that there is local support available.

The importance of education was highlighted through the ‘Autism Awareness Expo’ held in May.  Families had the opportunity to come together and view a diverse range of services and treatments. Thank you to the BAAG volunteers who were very busy on the day networking with families and professionals. 

The BAAG website has also been a vital link in dispersing information to people. This service is regularly updated with local events and links. We have our Vice-President, Jenny Tobin to thank for working on the website and being willing to deal with the many Internet requests for support, as well as maintaining the growing database. 

None of the above activities happen in a vacuum. I would like to take the opportunity to thank all the committee members for their contribution to the group. Nerida Aisbett had been Treasurer for many years and recently resigned due to work commitments. We thank Nerida for her dedication to the autism community and Fiona for stepping into the Treasurer’s role. Chris Forsberg, our Secretary, has worked tirelessly behind the scenes, taking countless phone calls and responding to people’s need with great enthusiasm. We are very grateful for Chris’s passion for helping people.

We look forward to another year, where we continue developing networks with local organisations and more importantly with each other, so we can provide support to individuals who have an ASD and their families.

Marie Whitrow

President
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