Good afternoon.  My name is Denise Devlin, I am 39 and I have 2 daughters Emer, who will be 3 in March and Orla, 9 weeks. I am a full time Mum and previously I worked as a manager in the voluntary sector.

The beginning…….

I started attending Sure Start, for the breastfeeding support group, in May 2003, when my daughter Emer was 5 weeks old.  This was the beginning of a whole new world for me in relation to support, meeting new friends, future training for me and activities for Emer.  In general, services and networks were beginning to open up around me and all that has been offered has had a positive impact on my life and my family’s.

Breastfeeding Support Group

In September 2002 I returned to Strabane after seventeen years of studying, travelling and working and most of my old friends were living elsewhere.  When Emer arrived, six months later, I did not know anyone in Strabane with babies and the breastfeeding support group was the first opportunity I had to meet people.  I looked forward to the group every Friday morning to get out of the house and have a chat with the other Mums.  Paula, the Health Visitor, was so helpful if I had any problems or questions re breastfeeding and the peer support was an excellent way of overcoming issues eg expressing or weaning.

Training sessions of reflexology and baby massage were provided to benefit both the mums and babies.

New Friends
Emer and I attended until she was 11 months old but that wasn’t the end of us Mums meeting up for a chat as six of us have continued to do so.  We have organised days out with the babies and children to the beach, met up in each other’s houses for coffee and had girlie nights out to the pictures and dinner parties at each other’s homes.  These friendships have grown and developed and I honestly don’t know what I would do without these special friends now.

Post-natal Depression Support Group
It was at the breastfeeding support group that the Health Visitor identified that I had post-natal depression, triggered by stress at work, and referred me to my own Health Visitor.  I had eventually to take sick leave from work and this is when I availed of Sure Start again by attending the post-natal depression group for ten weeks.  The support here was invaluable and the post-natal depression Health Visitor, Sandie, and CPN were tremendous help in building my confidence and self-esteem and again the peer support was great.  Emer attended the crèche, which was new for her and got her used to being more independent.

Summer Activities and Parent and Toddler Groups and Crèche

During the summer of 2004, Emer and I attended the Sure Start Jo Jingles and Baby Dolphins swimming activity at Riversdale Leisure Centre and, as from Setpember 2004, we attended the Parent and Toddler Groups in both Fountain Street and Lisnafin Community Centres.  Again, I have made new friends and on Tuesday evenings one of the Mums and I have attended a tap fit exercise class that one of the other Mums takes.

Emer’s intellectual, emotional and social development has progressed rapidly through the play and activities.  She loves Jo Jingles and shows signs of being musical with her keen interest in music, song and instruments.  With being the only child, until recently, the social aspect of having to interact and share with other children has greatly increased.

Attending the crèche has enhanced her independence and she just waves good-bye when she is left in.  She loves playing with the toys and the sand, painting, listening to stories and singing songs and she is always so excited when I inform her that it’s the day for crèche.  When we were on a family holiday last year she went into the crèche a few days for a couple of hours at a time and she was just waved bye as she does at Sure Start.

Training Courses

I have attended Sure Start courses such as the Safety Awareness Seminar at the Strabane District Council offices and the “This is me” course, which supports parents to develop an understanding of the stages of child development.  Both were extremely beneficial to me and I passed this knowledge onto my husband.

All training courses provide a crèche position and additional materials eg handouts, books and in the case of the Safety Seminar a “goodie bag”.

Breastfeeding Peer Support Group 

This time last year I completed a seven-week breastfeeding peer support training course in Sure Start and this course has equipped me with the skills to support breast feeding mothers who are having problems or difficulties.  Due to all the help and guidance that Sure Start has given me over the past years I feel it is now my turn to give something back by being a peer breastfeeding support volunteer.

Conclusion

Emer will be three on the 27th March 2006 and the last few of years have been a roller coaster of emotions.  It all started with the joy and shock of becoming a mother and then the hurdle of the first weeks of difficulties during breastfeeding.  It was at this point I came to Sure Start and I haven’t looked back since!!  This project helped me meet new friends, identified my post-natal depression and supported me through it, sent me on very worthwhile training and invited Emer and I to join their Parent and Toddler Groups and other activities.

Since giving up work and becoming a full time mum, Emer and I, and now Orla, thrive on what Sure Start has to offer and make use of every opportunity to be involved in its services and activities.  The project has so much to give to the community and Strabane should appreciate this.  We certainly do as a family and my husband Neil is constantly praising its services and new initiatives.

Thank you to the Sure Start staff team for their friendly manner and professionalism in making Sure Start so successful.  For the Devlin family, Sure Start has assisted in the development of the happy and confident toddler, which will be repeated now with the baby, and supported and enhanced the personal development of the Mum.  The moral of the story is, when the girls are happy so is Dad!!  Thank you Sure Start, your impact on our lives is immeasurable.
