ISSUE 73 | 2022

Te Whare Taonga
– motherhood
and recovery

Keeping new mothers and their babies together is the focus of an exciting new
Higher Ground initiative Te Whare Taonga, a residential parenting and addiction
recovery unit.
The eight-bed unit which opened recently is a partnership
between Higher Ground and Oranga Tamariki, Ministry For
Children. It is a separate house close to Higher Ground.
The two-year pilot programme gives pregnant women and new
mothers an opportunity to keep their babies with them while in
addiction recovery.
“The house that Higher Ground has provided is absolutely
beautiful, a welcoming, nurturing opportunity for a mum and a
baby to have a good start,” says Anna Palmer, Oranga Tamariki

Staff at Te Whare Taonga, from
left Case Manager Sophie Chung,
Clinical Manager Tash Cairns, Clinical
Operations Manager Maree Matthews,
Lead Support Worker Tarsha Joyce,
Registered Nurse Emma Mayhead.

Regional Manager for Services for Children and Family.
The unit was a long-term goal of Higher Ground and the dream
of Higher Ground chair and founder Janet Colby. It has been
developed together with Oranga Tamariki with a 12-Step base
as well as parenting support. The six-month abstinence-based
programme will work on addiction and residents behaviour around
their addiction. There is also a focus on safe parenting, drawing
on attachment theory which develops a secure relationship
between mother and baby.
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Regaining life after
methamphetamine
This graduate found her way back to life
through the programme at Higher Ground.
Her anonymous story.

‘‘I

found recovery at
30 years of age,
crippled by a daily
methamphetamine
addiction, from
losing custody of my
children, drowning
in shame and guilt, left devastated by the
trauma of my marriage.
I had quite a regular normal home, my
parents are both working professionals.
My Dad was away a lot so we didn’t see
much of him.
I was introduced to methamphetamine in
my early teens by a man who would later
become my husband and father to my
children. I had no idea what I was walking
into when I was introduced to the gang
culture. Controlled in gang culture and
violently abused in my home, I became
heavily addicted to methamphetamine
to suppress, hide, cope, and carry on.
Addiction is a progressive disease and over
the years my life slowly, but truly turned into
unmanageable chaos.
I was brought to my knees in May of 2017
after just giving birth to my second child,
almost losing my life to the man I shared
a home with. He had been violent towards
me and threatened me with a firearm. That
was when I decided. I left that night with
my two children with only the clothes on
our backs. I found refuge with my extended
family. My parents have protected me from
this time.

T

he next three years felt almost like a
blur. I had a failed marriage, I was
homeless, had no income, with a
toddler and new-born baby. I moved back in
with my parents.
Every waking moment was consumed by
the trauma of my past. I was engulfed
by fear. I turned to methamphetamine to
cope, to survive, to numb the feelings that
were crippling me. I found peace in those
moments, an escape from my reality, I found
a pathway that helped me keep my head
above water. My monthly meth use turned
into weekly use and then daily use.
I began to lie, cheat, and steal to support
my daily drug habit. I stole from my family,
my children and anyone close enough that
I could manipulate to get what I needed.

I sold drugs and eventually started to sell
my body. I became a shell of a woman and
eventually lost custody of my children to my
parents. I thought this would have been my
rock bottom but it wasn’t.
“I went missing for a week on a drug binge
during the first COVID-19 level four lock
down, leaving behind my children, finding
myself in another abusive situation. I again
ran back to my parents; they opened their
doors again for me to steal thousands to
support my drug and gambling addiction.
I broke my father’s heart and for the first
time in my life he cut me off. It was this
moment that changed the direction of
my life.

I

t was well after midnight, and I was high
on methamphetamine sitting in my room
at my parents’ home. The altercation
had happened with my dad hours prior
and I was told to leave. I didn’t leave, I had
nowhere to go, so I locked myself in my
room while my children were up the other
end of the house with my parents.
I was contemplating my life and what it had
become. I googled ways in which I could
end my life which brought me to the drug
helpline page. I figured it was late, no one
would answer, at least I could leave this
earth knowing I tried to reach out.
To my surprise my phone call was answered
by a lady who sat for hours on the other
end while I rambled about the mess my
life had become. I needed help but I didn’t
know how to ask for it. She directed me to
the Higher Ground website and said if I was
serious about getting clean and wanting a
different life then Higher Ground was the
place for me. I was given contact details and
reached out to the community team.
I was met with kindness, compassion and
understanding. Within six weeks I found
myself sitting in the house of the Higher
Ground therapeutic community.
Higher Ground was and will be the hardest
thing I have ever done in my life. I was
confronted by the trauma of my marriage,
the effects of my drug use on the people I
loved and most importantly confronted by
the monster I had become. I really struggled
to get honest and willing to trust anybody,
in particular to trust women, which made it
very difficult for me to connect.

Week 14 in treatment I was hit with
six warnings and a contract to change.
Although this was extremely painful,
I can now reflect on this and be grateful.
It enabled a level of self-honesty that I had
never experienced before.

I formed a bond and connection with a
Higher Ground community counsellor who
never gave up on me. I learned how to trust
and to admit the deepest, darkest parts
of myself. It was this relationship that
showed me I was safe, that honesty did not
necessarily cause abuse.
I had believed that as a child and this was
reinforced in my marriage. The two main
influences in my life showed me that making
mistakes was not okay and always seemed
to lead to abuse in some way. I learned from
a very young age to lie to keep safe.
My counsellor showed me that I could be
held through any process. She gave me hope
and support which allowed me to find the
courage to start rebuilding.
Today I am two years free from all mindaltering substances. I am working full-time
in the alcohol and other drugs sector helping
other addicts seeking recovery. I am a loving
and devoted mother to my two beautiful
children, and we share a loving and
safe home.
I am a dedicated member of Narcotics
Anonymous and actively work the 12-Step
program. Today I have meaningful, trusting,
and loving relationships in my life. I have
repaired broken relationships in my family
including with my father and practice living
amends every day by staying clean.

M

y parents and sister attended
Multiple Family Group at Higher
Ground and we shared a lot there.
That was where my most powerful work was
done. I was so aggressive in my addiction
that my family had been afraid to tell me
how it was for them. My Dad and I are closer
than ever today.
I am truly grateful for the life I live today.
Higher Ground, the house of healing gave
me hope, freedom and a second chance at
life. Higher Ground remains a home and
a place that brings comfort, reassurance,
and guidance.
Higher Ground saved my life and gave me
the tools to rebuild and repair. Today I am
free from active addiction, one day at a
time and I will continue to give back what
was so freely given to me. Today I carry the
message of hope to the still suffering addict
because recovery is possible.”

KAREN COLBY
REMEMBERED

Karen Colby was an active supporter of Higher Ground since
it began. She is centre back in this photograph of an early
Higher Ground Board of Trustees.

Higher Ground acknowledges with sadness
the passing of long-time supporter and former
Board member Karen Colby.
She played an integral part in the
establishment and survival of Higher
Ground. Sister of Higher Ground founder
and Board chair Janet Colby, she played
a strong supporting role to Janet and the
Higher Ground Drug Rehabilitation Trust.
Karen was a quiet, gentle person with
an acute sense of fun and humour.
She was Board secretary and kept the
Trust’s records in order, staying on the
Board until the birth of her son Josh
when she could no longer contribute the
time required. She continued working
voluntarily as a desktop publisher,
designing Higher Ground invitations and
the regular newsletter.
She shoulder-tapped work colleague
Paul O’Sullivan to join the Board. Paul
remembers her as an active and committed
participant in the development of Higher
Ground. “She was certainly a key part of
the success of the Trust and she was a real
support for Janet and the people driving
it,” says Paul.

Karen was not one for the limelight.
She was reliable, got things done, did not
seek recognition, working industriously
in the background. She was a smart
and sensible board member, reasoned,
thoughtful and calm; a very good person.
“Karen and I had a really strong personal
association for many years. She will be
greatly missed.”
Higher Ground’s longest employee,
social worker Kathy Mildon remembers
Karen Colby from the early years
of the fledgling treatment centre.
Karen unfailingly offered support and
encouragement to face difficulties,
saying, “Don’t worry, it will get better”.
Kathy was new to working in a therapeutic
community and with addiction. “Karen
was good at educating me around things
she had learned through Janet.” Kathy
remembers Karen as different in character
from her more outgoing sister. “Those
quiet women shine in their own way,”
says Kathy.

Te Whare Taonga – motherhood
and recovery continued
Higher Ground approached Oranga Tamariki with a proposal about
two years ago. “It was perfect timing for coming together with us
as we were looking at different options for working harder and
working differently to keep vulnerable mums and their babies
together,” says Anna Palmer. “More often than not drug addiction
is an issue with these mums and it’s usually methamphetamine.”
She says that there was a window of opportunity with mothers
who came to the agency’s attention who had other children taken
into care either by Oranga Tamariki or by whānau. “This is their
last chance and if we wrap around them at a time of really wanting
to make a change, we’ve had some amazing outcomes.” The new
unit offers an opportunity to work quickly with a motivated woman
who was about to give birth or having given birth might be still in
hospital or supported accommodation.
Anna Palmer says there was a huge need for a holistic programme
that involved parenting as well as addiction recovery support. In
other treatment programmes, the baby was in daycare while the
mother focused on her addiction recovery. At Te Whare Taonga,
the focus is on providing a wraparound service for new mothers
and keeping the bond between mother and baby primary.
It is, she says, “A coming together of both, which really makes
sense to me.”
Higher Ground’s Clinical Operations Manager Maree Matthews
sees a great need for the service. “For many women there are
so many barriers coming into treatment, that’s why we have
predominantly more males in treatment than females. That is
because they have responsibilities as a mother, they can’t just up
and walk away from everything to go to treatment.”

even though pregnant women are taken into Higher Ground fairly
quickly so they can complete the programme before giving birth.
“So many babies are being uplifted because of the use of alcohol
and other drugs and Oranga Tamariki really don’t want that to
happen, to keep happening. To have somewhere to go where they
can work on their addiction and get well and have a chance to
parent their baby in a healthy, safe environment then it’s win-win,
I think.”
All referrals come through Oranga Tamariki. As a significant
number of clients are expected to be Māori and Pasifika,
treatment is whānau-based and culturally driven. Residents of
Te Whare Taonga join Higher Ground’s cultural programme which
includes Multiple Family Group and education groups. Waipareira
Trust will provide a whānau-focussed parenting programme
“Incredible Years” and support culturally if needed.
Te Whare Taonga follows the outline of Higher Ground’s
programme with addiction education, 12-Step facilitation, and
meeting attendance. Process groups will be held in the new group
room at Te Whare Taonga. The new Clinical Manager and one Case
Manager share the case load and deliver the clinical programme.
Says Te Whare Taonga Clinical Manager Natasha Cairns: “The
most important thing is that there doesn’t need to be a choice
between motherhood and recovery. The beauty of this programme
is that those two things exist together.”
She was Acting Manager of Higher Ground’s Community Team
when she put herself forward for the new unit. Natasha had
worked at Oranga Tamariki in both the youth justice, and care and
protection teams so was familiar with the organisation. “Recovery
and motherhood are my two greatest blessings, so to work in a
service where those are both at the forefront is quite a privilege.

Higher Ground receives many referrals from pregnant women and
from Oranga Tamariki for women who are unable to access the
programme because they might be too late in their pregnancy,

“I don’t think motherhood and recovery should be separated,
I also don’t think the concepts of parenting and recovery need to
be defined separately, I think they exist together. And I think our
setting really promotes and supports that concept.”

Referrals

Trustees

Health, social and legal professionals wishing to make a
referral to Higher Ground should note that our admission
criteria require residents to be over 18 years and over, have
a primary diagnosis of alcohol or other drug dependence,
an interest in 12 Step recovery and a drug-free status
on admission.
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Higher Ground welcomes self-referrals.

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

Donations

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.

We hope you have enjoyed this issue of the Higher Ground News.
If you do not wish to remain on our mailing list, or are incorrectly
listed, please write to HGDRT, PO Box 45 192, Te Atatu Peninsula,
Waitakere, 0610. For further information about the Higher Ground
rehabilitation programme phone Programme Director, Johnny Dow
09-834 0017 or fax 09-834 0018 email admin@higherground.org.nz
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