
Zealanders and recognise both excellent work and the sacrifices called for.
 “On behalf of all New Zealanders I now congratulate and thank you for what you have 
done for this country.”    Sir Anand quoted Sir Peter Blake that worthwhile goals required 
setting standards and the courage to avoid the soft options constantly presenting themselves.
 Janet sees the award as a result of having a great team of dedicated people working fro 
Higher Ground.
 “Fraser McDonald (a founding trustee and then superintendent of Carrington Hospital) 
believed in me and my dreams way back in 1982, supporting me and employing me at the 
Auckland Methadone Clinic.  The Higher Ground Chair before me, Karl Robinson, led the 
way.  He was forward thinking regarding the property and getting us into a sound financial 
position with the long-standing support of Fletcher Challenge in those early days.  
 “For me the focus has been on the therapeutic community.  The hardest thing is not 
to take the soft option for financial gain 
through funding but sticking to our core 
beliefs, and not to swing with fashions 
in society in terms of treatment and health 
development.   We follow the foundation of our 
programme and our core beliefs which are 
tough love and healing. The residents call 
Higher Ground ‘the house of healing’,” 
she says proudly. 
 Those values have strengthened her 
and provided guidance.  “All decisions can 
be held up to those core beliefs, so there is 
no diversion from our primary purpose or 
loss of autonomy.”
 Has such a long journey with Higher 
Ground been personally difficult?  “It’s taken 
a huge commitment but I’ve learned so 
much on all levels – business, research, 
finance,  about the wider community.  
Most importantly what gives me the most 
satisfaction is seeing people recover, find a 
new way of living and becoming happy and productive.”
 Janet started her service in the field of addiction when she was aged in her mid-twenties.  
“I think I was a pretty selfish teenager and I saw it as my way of doing something for the 
community and giving back.”
 In 1982 Janet was instrumental in beginning Narcotics Anonymous 12 Step meetings 
in New Zealand to support those seeking recovery from active addiction.  When Higher 
Ground started a year later, its residents were mostly narcotics users, whereas today they 
are predominantly alcohol and methamphetamine dependent. “To treat those who were 
severely dependent was a challenge and still is.  In the early days no one wanted to have 
drug addicts in their programme.”   
 At that time the methadone clinic was managing clients but there were few options for 
further treatment.   
 Higher Ground started with 12 residents, and now takes up to 42 in a modified therapeutic 
community where clients live together and learn to solve their common problems. “I see the 
Higher Ground programme as only a foundation to a person’s recovery, an opportunity to 
learn new tools for coping drug free and an introduction into the 12 Step way of life.  We 
endeavour to offer hope and choice for a different way of life.  All people have a right to 
recovery.”
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For further information about the Higher Ground rehabilitation programme phone Programmeme Director, Johnny Dow 
09-834 0017 or fax 09-834 0018  email hgdrt@xtra.co.nz  www.higherground.org.nz

How to Make a Referral
to Higher Ground 
Higher Ground welcomes self-referrals.

Health, social and legal professionals wishing to 
make a referral to Higher Ground should note 
that our admission criteria require residents to be 
over 20 years of age, have a primary diagnosis 
of alcohol or other drug dependence, an interest 
in 12 Step recovery and a drug-free status on 
admission.  

Referrals or self referrals can be made by 
telephoning Ed Craig on 09-834 0042 for a pre-
admission assessment appointment on weekdays 
between 8.30am and 4.00pm.

Assessments in prisons, detox facilities or 
hospital can be arranged.  Applicants who have 
outstanding legal charges are considered on a 
case by case basis.  If required, Higher Ground 
can organise a medical detox through referral to 
the Auckland Regional Alcohol and Drug Services.

Making a Donation
Higher Ground is a registered Charitable Trust. 
Donations over $5.00 are tax deductible and may 
be sent direct to Higher Ground. Higher Ground 
is dependent on charitable donations for the 
continuation of its programme.

Higher Ground Trustees
Janet Colby • Counsellor &
   Chairperson of the Trust 
Antonia Fisher • Lawyer
Fiona Howard • Psychologist
Karl Robinson • Consultant & Hon. Trustee
Marino Te Moana • Minister
Paula Parsonage • Consultant
Paul O’Sullivan • Company Director
Shane Hussey • Chartered Accountant
William Rainger • Public Health Physician

Contact Details
Address • 118 Beach Road,
   Te Atatu Peninsula
   Waitakere 0610

Mail to • PO Box 45 192
   Te Atatu Peninsula 
   Waitakere 0610

Telephone • office 09-834 0017
  • after care 09-834 0076
  • admissions 09-834 0042
  • residents 09-834 3700

Office fax • 09-834 0018

 Higher Ground’s co-founder and Board of Trustees chair Janet 
Colby, has been awarded one of New Zealand’s highest honours, the 
Queen’s Service Medal, for her services to health.
 “Proud and humbled,” is how Janet says she feels, “because I 
think it belongs to those that have gone on the journey with me – the 
Board,  people in the 12 Step Fellowships, family, friends.”   
 Higher Ground celebrated the award at a lunchtime ceremony 
and hangi.  Says Director Johnny Dow: “We are enormously proud 
of Janet.  She has given an enormous amount of time and energy 
to helping Higher Ground grow to the outstanding organisation it is 
today.   If I could do half as much as Janet has done for the addiction 
recovery movement I would be very satisfied.  We are grateful for her 
constant presence and wisdom, and the inspiration she provides.”
 “The investiture held at Government House in Wellington was 
lovely, simple and just long enough,” says Janet.  She appreciated 

the support of three Board members, one member of the 12 Step 
fellowship of Narcotics Anonymous, and her partner Dennis Cullen.   
“It was great to share the day with friends.  It was a bit overwhelming 
really... still is.  I don’t think it sinks in.”
 Governor-General of New Zealand, Rt Hon Sir Anand Satyanand 
said it was of significance to receive any honour from the Queen 
for distinguished service.  The awards were a celebration and 
recognition of outstanding individuals whose efforts have helped 
make New Zealand a better place.
 Conferring the award, he said the Queen’s Birthday Honours were 
an expression of faith by New Zealanders and an affirmation of what 
people think to be the highest level of achievement.  “Represented in 
this room are the best qualities of which we as a nation can be proud.  
Talent, innovation, leadership, spirit, courage and compassion spring 
from each person’s conscious decision to contribute and achieve 
and turn words into deeds.
 “The New Zealand honours system is a way of awarding 
exceptional people.   Medals represent the respect of all New 

HIGH HONOUR FOR HIGHER 
GROUND FOUNDER

QSM FOR SERVICES TO HEALTH

Janet Colby has worked tirelessly to support 
those addicted to alcohol and other drugs for 

more than 29 years. 
She co-founded the Higher Ground Drug Rehabilitation 
Trust in Auckland in 1983 which operates as a therapeutic 
community, offering an 18-week residential programme for 
those seeking recovery from addiction.   
Janet has been Chair of the Higher Ground Drug 
Rehabilitation Trust since 1998, and continues to work in 
the addiction field.

“All my work is a 

way of giving back 

to the community.  I 

see this as a really 

important action for 

my own happiness”



The day I was paroled from prison 
brought the promise of a new life.  
It started the day I went to Higher 

Ground.  
 I am Maori, born in New Zealand but I 
was brought up in Australia by my mother 
and step-father.  I have two younger sisters 
and an older brother. My mother was 
diagnosed with schizophrenia; my step-
father worked; my brother got into trouble 
and was living away from home for as long 
as I could remember, only coming  home 
every now and then usually after prison 
sentences. 
 I was allowed to do whatever I wanted 
from a young age.  My mother was in and 
out of psychiatric hospitals, my step-father 
was not home and we kids to look after 
ourselves. Also being from a family that did 
not have much money, there was a lot of 
embarrassment because of that.  
 I was really good at school academically 
and at sports and I did hope to be a 
professional sports person playing either 
rugby league or Aussie rules.

I started getting in trouble from about 10 
or 11, first shoplifting food and things 
I needed for school that we could not 

afford.  It escalated to burglary and car 
theft around the age of 13 or 14.  This was 
also around the time I started drinking and 
smoking weed and experimenting with LSD. 
 I got locked up for the first time when 
I was 14, although it was only for a few 
days.  After that I was in and out youth 
detention centres for similar offences. 
 I spent more time inside institutions and 
jails than outside until I got clean.  Although 
I didn’t want to be there, I knew how to do 

jail time and I felt okay.
 When I was about 16 one of my old 
friends started using heroin.  I was drawn 
to things that were dangerous or illegal and 
I loved it.  Heroin gave me energy initially, 
and confidence. This was the beginning 
of my heroin addiction and also my life of 
more serious crime.
 I was sent to jail for three years when 
I was 19 and my twin daughters were just 
three weeks old.  In jail I continued my 
drug addiction, finding ways and means, 
as you do in jail, to get drugs. I was sharing 
needles and contracted Hepatitis C.   

After three years (no remission 
because o f  cons is tent l y  bad 
behaviour) I was released, went to 

see my kids then went straight out and 
scored.  Before long I was doing anything 
to get money - from burglaries to robbing 
banks and holding up drug dealers. So it 
wasn’t long before I was sent back to jail 
for five years for armed robbery. 
 I maintained a drug habit by selling 
drugs for most of my prison sentence. I 
was told I would be deported back to New 
Zealand after I was released.  I had been 
in Aussie for 20 to 22 years, my kids were 
eight or nine and I had only been out of jail 
for like three months of their lives, but there 
was not much I could do about it.  I was 
deported to New Zealand after serving four 
years eight months.
 I brought a little bit of heroin back with 
me, went from the airport to a pharmacy 
to get a syringe, then found my brother 
who had also been deported and stayed 
with him.  I was out doing crime from my 
second day in New Zealand because that 

was all I knew.  I had never worked and 
never wanted to.

Heroin was hard to come by here 
so I  ended up with a speed 
(methamphetamine) habit, falling out 

with my brother and going it alone.  As I 
always did, I ended up in and out of prison 
for fraud and burglary.
 I sneaked back to Aussie on a false 
passport, got straight back into selling 
drugs in my old circles but got busted, as 
I always did, sent back to jail for a couple 
more years then deported again.
 Back to jail a couple more times, but 
then something happened to one of my 
daughters.  I talked to her but I couldn’t do 
anything to help. This is when my thinking 
started to change.   
 I heard about Higher Ground and wrote, 
but the prison was too far away and I was 
told to get in touch when I was closer to the 
Auckland area.  

So I asked to transfer to another prison 
with a Drug Treatment Unit. I went in 
order to get out of jail, but I started 

to change.  I still didn’t know how I would 
cope with living on the outside even though 
I was almost two years drug-free by the 
time of my release.
 The clinical manager at the D.T.U. was 
in contact with Higher Ground and the 
social worker came down to assess me and 
then accepted me. I stay in touch with the 
D.T.U. and am grateful for the preparation I 
received there.

I think I was the first graduate from a 
D.T.U. to be paroled to Higher Ground.  
The Higher Ground programme was 

probably the hardest experience of my life 

“

TRANsFORMATION - FROM 
PRIsON TO RECOvERy

Caught in a cycle of drug addiction, crime and prison, he was powerless to help his daughter 
when she needed him.  He entered the prison Drug Treatment Unit, and was able to 
reach Higher Ground.  Now four and a half years drug-free, this is his anonymous story.

– harder than jail - but the most rewarding.  
Higher Ground re-introduced me to my 
Maori culture which I had lost, giving me a 
direction to find my identity.
 That was just the beginning.  I was 
helped to learn to communicate, something 
that I had always struggled with.  I was 
taught that it is okay to ask for help - this 
was big for me and also taught me humility. 
 Not having my family in New Zealand 
I had to ask former residents I didn’t 
previously know to support me at Higher 
Ground family groups. This helped create 
a support group of people, some of whom 
are still in my life today. 

Higher Ground introduced me to 
Narcotics Anonymous 12 Step 
meetings.  At first I thought they 

were all part of a cult, and it took time 
to get how it works. Today I live my life 
around 12 Step meetings and principles.  
Seeing people there who came from 
circumstances similar to mine and who 
were 10 or 15 or more than 20 years 
clean with families and jobs inspired me.  
The unconditional love I found within N.A. 
shaped me. 
 Higher Ground taught me that there is 
a better life if I want it, but I have to work 
for it, which I have done.  I’ve made heaps 
of mistakes and could have ended up 
back in my old lifestyle, but I applied what 

I learned at Higher Ground - reaching out, 
ringing people for support - and it saved 
my life.

I also have the best relationship I have 
ever had with my daughters, through 
learning how to communicate honestly 

and openly, and with my family of origin as 
my relationship with my self improves.  
 Today I work at Higher Ground.  It is 
my first job and I am 37.  I have nearly 

finished my first year in a degree in drug 
and alcohol studies.  I am finding out more 
about my Maori culture, and also trying to 
find my biological father, which is another 
journey. 

I wouldn’t have been able to do any of 
this without the help of Higher Ground 
and Narcotics Anonymous.  I am ever so 

grateful.   

Placement in Psychotherapy
 On staff this year is emerging Maori health professional Jo Reidy.  She 
spends half her week at Higher Ground and the rest of the time finishing her 
Masters in Psychotherapy degree from AUT.
 She is gaining workplace experience in a therapeutic community with 
funding provided by Te Rau Matatini, the Maori mental health workforce 
development agency as part of its addiction workforce development 
programme.
 “I am learning a lot about working with residential clients, and how much 
you have to keep on the ball, how much things change and how rapidly,” says 
Jo.  “Every day is very different and it’s very busy.  I really enjoy it.”

The words Papa Taumata – Higher 
Ground in Maori – shine brilliantly 
in paua on a new carving which 
now greets everyone entering the 
building at Beach Road, Te Atatu 
Peninsula.
The large panel is about the 
journey of recovery from addiction.  
It shows the higher ground of 
Rangitoto Island which can be 
seen from the property, lapped 
by water - 12 waves symbolising 

both the drifting of addiction and the 12 Steps of recovery - and the sun of a new life. 
The carving was a gift from a staff member, and carved from totara left over from the building of a waka by former Higher 
Ground resident and professional carver Adrian.  “I was proud to be asked and privileged to be doing it,” he says.  “It is a 
way of giving back to the community.
Nearly two years drug-free, he still drives from Waikato every Tuesday for dinner with the residents before attending After 
Care group.  “That’s one of the things that keep me clean, sitting alongside people who are coming from the chaos of 
addiction.  I know I would not still be clean if it were not for Higher Ground.”

“         


