
It has been nine months since I last wrote to you and I’m sure you don’t need reminding 
about the challenges all organisations have faced, especially in the last few months.

Within each of our lives, we have had to adapt significantly to this new way of life – from social distancing 
through to how workplaces now operate.

The pandemic has impacted the RFDS too, but the team has remained focused on the organisation’s 
mission to provide excellence in, and access to, healthcare and aeromedical services across Queensland.

Despite the challenging circumstances in recent months, we have continued to provide vital emergency 
medical and healthcare services for regional, rural and remote Queenslanders, including our mental health 
services which have become even more vital during this challenging time.

Over the past few months we have had to transform our mental health service delivery model to align 
with COVID safe standards. Our on the ground, face-to-face services quickly had to adapt to an online 
delivery model during the early stages of the pandemic and we had to notify our clients and patients of 
these changes as quickly as possible. 

This wouldn’t have been possible without your support – the funds you raised helped us to advertise 
our service delivery changes and allowed us to create downloadable mental health online resources, 
including videos, podcasts and PDF tip sheets, for Queenslanders during this challenging period.

As you embark on your next ride, I want to again emphasise how grateful the RFDS is to have supporters 
like RideWest. 

Thanks to your support and generosity, many people across western Queensland can access our 
Wellbeing Out West (WOW) service, and for that, we can’t thank you enough.

All the best on your next adventure.

Warmest regards,

Meredith Staib

A message from Meredith Staib 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER  |  ROYAL FLYING DOCTOR SERVICE (QUEENSLAND SECTION)

RIDEWEST



Wellbeing Out West during COVID-19 
A continuous and stable mental health service 

Drought. Flood. Pandemic. Western Queensland has a tough ride at the best of times and 
adding a pandemic into the mix has meant the need for our Wellbeing Out West program to 
be flexible and responsive is more important than ever.

RideWest funding played an integral role in our ability 
to adapt our service quickly to protect our remote 
communities and allowed us to roll out a series of 
initiatives to let rural and remote communities know 
our services were all still readily available, albeit in a 
different format. 

You can read more about our approach to service 
delivery during COVID-19 later in this edition.

As you gear up for the 2020 ride, we look forward  
to seeing you all at the finish line in Longreach, and 
maybe even at a few stops along the way. 

We say it every year, but it is not a cliché: none of 
what you are about to read would have been possible 
without your support. 

Thank you again RideWest. 

Gail Jamieson
MANAGER, RFDS OUTBACK MENTAL HEALTH

Our Outback Mental Health teams strive to 
deliver a continuous and stable mental health 
service across western Queensland.

Wellbeing Out West – putting  
the well back in your being.

Our Outback Mental Health teams strive to deliver a 
continuous and stable mental health service across 
western Queensland. A trusted service delivered by 
a trusted brand and trusted clinicians. A face-to-face 
service which clients can rely on.

So how does a face-to-face service which relies on 
community engagement, consultation and contact, 
respond when a pandemic means we are no longer 
able to get our clinicians ‘on the ground’ to deliver 
that service? The answer is, by transitioning swiftly 
and effectively to an online and telehealth model  
of care.

Our Outback Mental Health team comprises the 
Drought Wellbeing Service, Remote Wellbeing 
Service and Wellbeing Out West programs. Each  
of these services operate on a ‘fly-in-fly-out’ service 
delivery model, which means most of our clinicians 
are either based on the east coast or interstate. 

In mid-March, we therefore made the decision to 
return our Outback Mental Health clinicians to their 
own homes and to equip them with the technology 
they would need to transition to provide mental 
health training, education, support and counselling 
over a range of online platforms. This decision was 
made in the interests of protecting our remote and 
rural communities from the virus. 



Tim is the Clinical Lead for our Outback Mental Health 
team, which comprises the Drought Wellbeing 
Service, Remote Wellbeing Service and Wellbeing 
Out West programs. 

As the scale of the pandemic and potential impact 
on service delivery unfolded, Tim was keen to ensure 
a smooth transition to a telehealth model of care for 
clients, as well as ensuring RFDS could continue to 
provide mental health training and education sessions. 

“We were quickly able to move to providing our 
services via video conferencing and telephone when 
necessary – a process made possible by our strong 
connections within local communities who were 
keen to see our services continue to be provided,” 
Dr Driscoll said.

Working with key partners and stakeholders across 
the region, Tim was able to assure remote and rural 
communities of a continuing service from the Outback 
Mental Health team.

Thanks to RideWest funding, we were equipped to 
re-work film footage from December last year to 
include a COVID safe message, as well as producing 
several COVID-19 resources, including a podcast and 
resources for frontline staff  
on how to stay safe mentally  
during the pandemic.

As the pandemic unfolded, and having ensured all 
team members were equipped to work from home, 
Tim coordinated the roll out of a series of ‘Isolation 
Fatigue’ workshops across western Queensland,  
in collaboration with Queensland Health and the 
Drought Wellbeing Service program. He was also 
instrumental in collaborating with Western 
Queensland Primary Health Network and Sisters of 
the North to roll out a webinar series for Queensland 
Rural Regional and Remote Women’s Network ‘Rising 
Beyond Now: Strategies for Health, Life and Business’.

“Whatever way we connect, the main thing is that we 
do stay connected, and we have achieved this and 
built on the connections we have made over the 
years of providing face-to-face in community support,” 
Dr Driscoll said.

Alongside all of this, Tim has  
been the key spokesperson  
and driver for the Small Talk,  
Big Difference campaign,  
which RFDS (Queensland  
Section) have been leading in 
collaboration with Queensland  
Health and others across the region.

You can find out more about the  
Small Talk, Big Difference campaign by visiting  
www.smalltalkbigdifference.com.au

Wellbeing Out West 
Meet the team

Dr Tim Driscoll

Left > Men’s Shed Crawl 2020 - Isisford  
Right > Men’s Shed Crawl 2020 - Longreach

Mental health tips for frontline 
workers during COVID-19. 

Click here to upload pdf file

COVID-19: How to protect  
your mental health. Click here  

to listen to the Podcast

Self-care and  
stress management

on the frontline during COVID-19

WRITTEN BY JONATHAN MCCLELLAND, SENIOR MENTAL HEALTH CLINICIAN, OUTBACK MENTAL HEALTH

All of us have stress tolerance limits. This includes our day to day tolerance, our ability to handle 
more stress in the short term, and our coping techniques when we are exposed to longer periods 
of high stress. However, no matter how high our tolerance to stress is, we all start to experience its 
effects at some point. This is a reflection of not only us, but the situation to which we are exposed 
and how exposed we are. 

People who work in stressful occupations tend to be experts 
in managing their stress adaptation techniques. These are 
people who know what they are there for, are keenly aware 
of the types of stressors involved in their work and have 
excellent self-management and self-care strategies. In order 
to achieve this, they’ve all had to complete a sort of 
‘apprenticeship’. They’ve had to learn to adapt. 

COVID-19 creates, in these same professions, an entirely 
new set of difficulties to handle. COVID-19 is a rule changer 
and the adaptations already made might now need to be 
completely re-adjusted. The difficulty is that when people 
already work under stress, they may feel they don’t have the 
luxury to adjust their self-care strategies. To put this in terms 
of psychological adaptation, they will subconsciously rely 
even more strongly on ‘muscle memory’ coping strategies 
that have stood them in good stead for a long time rather 
than bringing their full cognitive resources to the task of 
adapting to deal with new circumstances. Dr Shankar 
suggests: “To break out of a stress cycle we need to restore 
the full rational and reflective power of our pre-frontal cortex.” 

One metaphor that might be helpful for some to think about is 
to consider whether COVID-19 is like a sprint or a marathon. 
Teacher, Aaron Epting, suggests a much more helpful way to 
think of it is as interval training. There will need to be times of 
high intensity, and there will need to be times for recovery. 

There will be predictable occurrences, but there will also be 
uncharted waters where nothing happens in foreseeable ways.

EPTING SUGGESTS THREE WAYS TO MANAGE 
OUR ‘CUPS’ IN THE AGE OF COVID-19:

Setting goals – Instead of putting our nose to the ground, and 
slogging it out to the finishing line, it helps to have short-term 
goals we can push ourselves to achieve. It then becomes 
much more natural to de-escalate and de-mobilise afterwards, 
giving our minds and bodies a much better frame from which 
to get the rest we deeply need in between sprints.

Pause before proceeding – At times like this, the goal 
posts keep changing. We might sprint the first time we sense 
the need. The next day we might face six situations with the 
same level of need as the first…and it won’t be possible to 
sprint every time. We need to adapt to ‘a new normal’, and 
that is very hard to do without first intentionally pausing. We 
need to slow-down, to get the preparatory mindset switched 
on, to check all the gauges and re-evaluate what is needed.

Look after your basic needs – Frontline health workers 
know how to triage, and triage is essentially about saving the 
most important part even if it is at the expense of another. 
When doing a job that requires focusing on a task at hand 
above everything else, it is easy to lose the ability to notice, 
and triage, our own basic needs.

To break out of a stress cycle 
we need to restore the full 
rational and reflective power 
of our pre-frontal cortex.

Self-care and stress management on the front line of Covid-19

Sources: https://www.psychologytoday.com/au/blog/self-reg/201608/caught-in-stress-cycle  |  https://www.rootinc.com/blog/my-covid-19-mentality-sprint-or-marathon/

https://www.flyingdoctor.org.au/download-document/qld/mental-health-tips-frontline-workers-during-covid-19/
https://soundcloud.com/rfdsqld/covid-19-how-to-protect-yours-you-loved-ones-mental-health?in=rfdsqld/sets/rfds-covid-19
https://soundcloud.com/rfdsqld/covid-19-how-to-protect-yours-you-loved-ones-mental-health?in=rfdsqld/sets/rfds-covid-19


Wellbeing Out West 
Meet the team

Cath working from  
home in rural Victoria

Cath is a Psychologist and previously, a registered 
General Nurse. She has 30 plus years’ experience  
in the health sector, predominantly working with the 
specific challenges faced by individuals from rural, 
regional and remote communities. Cath specialises in 
mental health training, raising awareness and helping 
people in places with limited or no health services.

Cath has a longstanding relationship with RideWest, 
and had it not been for COVID-19, she would have been 
back on the road with you all again in 2020. However, 
this year, the pandemic sees Cath in lockdown at her 
home in rural Victoria, but she’s still in her RFDS shirt, 
sleeves rolled up and ready to assist.

Cath has been back in Victoria since just after the 
RideWest launch lunch in March. As the pandemic 
unfolded, Cath was keen to ensure that we spread 
the message to our contacts across the west that 
Wellbeing Out West was still operating, albeit remotely.

With years of experience in rural and remote mental 
health, particularly in the area of crisis response, 
Cath was able to reassure clients and key frontline 
staff of a continuing service during COVID-19.

Individual work was also complemented by 
transitioning training and support to an online live 
webinar format. Cath has recorded podcasts and 
run several online zoom training sessions during the 
lockdown and is gearing up to deliver the next series 
of Wellbeing Out West webinars in October and 
November. She may even be coming to a screen near 
you during the week of the ride. Watch this space! 

A word from Cath: 
“In the absence of being on the ground we have had 
to adapt the many formal and informal ways we assist 
with mental health problems. We have always relied 
on our out-going spider web model of mental health 
to make connections, rather than simply relying on 
referrals to come to us. When locked down many 
kilometres away, we needed to adapt this model to 
continue to provide assistance in new ways, rather 
than just drive from our closest base into town to have 
that chat. 

Over the past months, some examples of the types 
of issues we have addressed are stress related 
symptoms, anxiety, depression, sleep problems, the 
need for information to share about drug and alcohol 
or mental health problems.

The following examples will give an idea of the types 
of contacts made:

1.  We have had contact with a number of station 
managers and staff regarding difficulties with 
mental health issues. Sometimes these may be 
personal such as need to sleep better themselves 
or it could be how to assist one of their friends, 
colleagues, family or staff. One example was of an 
outback situation where a number of station staff 
responded to an accident and later required 
support and assistance. WOW was able to 
provide senior staff at the station with resources 
and information on how to assist their distressed 
staff members manage the personal effects of 
dealing with such a traumatic incident. We were 
also available to provide follow-up for those who 
required 1:1 assistance.

2.  Health professionals (non-mental health trained) in 
many outback towns are often required to 
provided assistance across the health spectrum. 
Those workers who know us at WOW have 
frequently rung for assistance on managing stress 
related, or mental health problems. These 
requests are sometimes for community members, 
but sometimes it is for themselves in dealing with 
the pressure of their own job. 

3.  Local business owners in outback towns have 
also used our expertise to assist themselves with 
problems, or with their wide-ranging contacts, 
have given our contact details to someone else 
who requires our help.”

Cath Walker

Cath was keen to ensure that we spread  
the message to our contacts across  

the west that Wellbeing Out West  
was still operating, albeit remotely.



Men’s Shed Crawl 2020 - Winton

Mental Health First Aid - Roma

Mental Health Workshop

Men’s Shed Crawl 2020 - Longreach

Ridewest Launch Lunch 2020

Ridewest Launch Lunch 2020

As you embark on your next ride, I want  
to again emphasise how grateful the RFDS 
is to have supporters like RideWest. 


