Haven gives mentally ill a place to call home 
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AT 41, Paddy Swan has finally found a home of his own.
Diagnosed with an acute psychotic illness in his final year of school, Mr Swan has spent the past two decades in hospital or in the care of his ageing parents.
For David and Billie Swan it has been exhausting, and caused worry about what would happen when they were gone.
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They wrote to politicians for years pleading for their son to be admitted to a community care unit, a residential facility providing temporary support for people with serious mental illness. ''We knew he needed something to break the cycle,'' Dr Swan, a retired GP, said. ''We didn't want him to become totally reliant on Billie in particular.''
Dr and Mrs Swan met other parents at monthly meetings at the unit, where their son's condition stabilised, and found they had common concerns.
The other parents included Allan Fels and his wife, Isabel Cid, who have spoken publicly about their daughter Isabella's experience of schizophrenia.
Ms Cid was also part of a group of women carers determined to find a property on which to build a permanent home for people with chronic mental illnesses.
The women persuaded the Fels' Catholic church, St Joseph's in South Yarra, to donate its former convent. Five years later, with support from the state government and philanthropic trusts, it has become Haven South Yarra, a home for 14 people with chronic mental illness including Mr Swan. It will be officially opened by Mental Health Minister Mary Wooldridge tomorrow.
The one-bedroom units are self-contained but open onto communal spaces. Residents will pay rent from their pensions, which will go to a non-profit organisation for property maintenance and repairs.
The model is unique in drawing on a range of people for support. The involvement of families and carers is encouraged, volunteers will help run activities, and workers from Prahran Mission will be on hand around the clock to foster friendships and ensure residents' safety.
Prahran Mission chief executive Quinn Pawson said residents, some of them nominated by parents who helped create the home, had been selected by a panel not aware of their identity.
''Secure housing is one of the biggest issues facing people with mental illness,'' Mr Pawson said. ''People who can't manage by themselves in public housing are stuck in inappropriate places such as boarding houses, or with ageing carers, which is totally unsustainable.''
Ms Wooldridge said the government was ''very supportive of creativity and innovation in this area. This is about carers identifying solutions and making it happen and they're to be absolutely commended for that.''
Getting Mr Swan into the Haven has brought much comfort to his parents, who can now see a brighter future for him.
Mrs Swan is looking forward to lots of meals in the central courtyard.
''They had a barbecue the other day and had to bring a joke. I think that sets exactly the right tone,'' she said.
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