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We would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians of the land, the Daruk 
and Eora People, and pay our respects to their Elders past, present and future. 

Acknowledgement of Country
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Mental Health Month is celebrated each year in October. It encourages us 
to think about our mental health and wellbeing, regardless of whether we 
may have a lived experience of mental illness or not. This month gives us the 
opportunity to understand the importance of mental health in our everyday 
lives and encourages us to seek help - when needed. For 2020, the theme for 
Mental Health Month was Share the Journey. 

The Arabic Living Library was launched on 28 of October 2020. The stories in 
this booklet were shared to show the importance of seeking support and the 
journey of recovery. 

We wish to acknowledge the bravery of the story tellers and appreciate their 
willingness to share their personal insights into mental health recovery.

Stories of Wellbeing in 
the Arabic Community
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A social worker with a lived experience of tackling stigma and raising 
mental health awareness.
My name is Ro’Ah Hamad. I am 24 years of age and I am a Social Worker currently working with 
Mission Australia in The Transition To Work program in Bankstown.

I am of Palestinian origin and lived my early teenage years in Jordan where I witnessed the 
negative effects of what the lack of education surrounding mental health can do to a society 
and the generations to come. I am sharing my story to raise awareness surrounding mental 
health and reach out to those who have been suffering in silence due to stigma, which often 
leads people to be afraid to speak out and seek professional help.

I have been diagnosed with depression and anxiety. I have been seeing a therapist since 
the final year of university. Trying to manage full-time university, work, community work and 
spare time for myself took a toll on me, mentally and physically. This prompted me to seek 
professional help to learn how to manage my anxiety and depression. 

Throughout my mental health recovery journey, I faced many challenges. One of them was to 
accept that I do have a mental illness. In my culture, there’s a stigma towards mental illness 
and towards people who seek help. Seeking help from a professional has been the best step 
I have taken in my journey to recovery. It provided me with tools to understand my diagnosis 
and what exactly I was going through. Today, I feel capable of managing my mental health. I’m 
stronger and resilient to live a good life being aware of my capabilities and limitations. 

However, the recovery journey was difficult at first. I used to be ashamed of my diagnosis and 
it took me a while to get myself informed, educated, and connected with likeminded people to 
accept my diagnosis and make changes. It also helped me to have family and friends support 
me through my journey of recovery. 

I took some important steps to look after my mental health and wellbeing. I started building 
healthy habits and making ‘me time’. This could be exercising, playing sports, eating healthy 
food, watching a comedy movie or speaking to loved ones. For me, mental illnesses are just like 
physical illnesses. We should take care of our mental health in the same way we look after our 
body. We need to pay attention to changes and symptoms telling us that our mental health is 
being affected and be willing to speak out and seek help. 

I strongly believe that to help normalising mental illness, more conversations surrounding it 
need to be happening, especially in our homes. The more we speak and acknowledge it, the 
less stigma and fear surrounding mental illness will grow. Educating ourselves on the topic is 
also important. Having knowledge and understanding of what you are experiencing will help to 
empower yourself and make it easier to ask for help. 

It is normal to feel reluctant and afraid to seek help, especially if you come from a family that 
isn’t supportive or isn’t very understanding. However, my advice for people experiencing 
mental health issues is to seek help from a mental health professional who will not judge you 
or criticise you. They are there to help you to recover and whatever is spoken between you and 
the therapist is very confidential. We are human. Having lows in our life is very normal, and it’s 
important to seek help from professionals and have their support.

Ro’Ah Hamad
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A full-time mother and carer for her son living with a mental illness.  
An advocate for carers in the Arabic speaking community.
My name is Abir Lotfi and I am a full-time mother and carer for my son living with a mental 
illness. I am an advocate for carers in the Arabic speaking community. I believe that it is 
essential to raise awareness around mental health issues and recovery among the Arabic 
speaking communities.

My background is Egyptian, I was born in Cairo. I have many fond memories of my childhood in 
Egypt, particularly growing up in a large, close extended family, with lots of cousins, aunties, 
uncles and grandparents. 

I was raised as Coptic Orthodox Christian. Religion is a way of life in Egypt, going back to the 
era of the Pharaohs. I married very young, to a young Egyptian man who was born in Australia. 
It was an arranged marriage, as this was part of the Egyptian custom at that time. I came to 
Australia in 1995, once married, with a lot of dreams and hopes. I was looking forward to settling 
in a beautiful new country, learning a new language, continue studying, and adapting to the 
Australian culture. 

Things didn’t quite turn out that way. I suffered two years of homesickness and isolation, no 
family or friends were around. My husband was working full time plus studying to finish his 
degree and serving in the Australian Army. I had my first child within the first year in Australia 
and my second child a couple of years after. I was very excited for the arrival of my newborn 
baby, coming into my world with a new hope. To Egyptians, starting a family is highly valued and 
children are considered a blessing from God. 

My second child was born with a mysterious rare condition. The doctor called him “Mr 
Mystery” and told us that it could not be cured or treated. I was totally shocked and blamed 
God; this is not what I had expected. I feared the future and how I was going to manage. I was 
worried, confused and wondering if my baby was going to be able to have a happy life and 
achieve things in life. I did not have anything to hold on to except my faith and trust in God and 
His words that I am always loved and looked after even in difficult moments. This is where I 
draw my strength. So, I trusted Him and accepted my gift. 

My baby used to cry continuously day and night. I didn’t know what to do. I was feeling lonely 
and helpless then I decided to go to the local hospital seeking help. But I was told, “sorry 
we can’t help you”, and I was given some phone numbers for help without receiving enough 
guidance and information as to how to use those numbers. So I had no idea how it could help 
me. However, I decided to contact those numbers, but I didn’t have any luck. At that time, I 
struggled to express myself in English and I was never offered interpreting services and didn’t 
know they existed. The only answer I got from the person on the other side of the line was 
“Sorry, I cannot understand you”. I felt helpless, lonely and unsupported and really concerned 
about my son’s health. 

My only relief to deal with my son’s challenging behaviour, and my inability to communicate 
with him, was going to Church on Sundays. Church was important to me and was my 
connection to my Egyptian community and culture, but people started to treat me and my 
family differently because of my son. I felt we were not welcomed, no one said anything 
directly to us, but I could feel and sense it. I stopped going to the church and I became more 
isolated and felt even more lonely than before, without friends or family support. I didn’t have 
anyone to talk to and I was feeling mentally, emotionally and physically exhausted. 

Abir Lotfi



7

I was advised to visit the GP. I was diagnosed with depression and anxiety and was prescribed 
antidepressants. I had never been on medication before. I had a lot of doubts and unanswered 
questions I did not get answers to. I was concerned and scared that the medication could 
affect my family responsibilities and not fill the emptiness inside of me. So, I decided not to 
take it. I continued to struggle day by day. 

Looking for any answers, I called a distant relative. They advised me, that to end my suffering 
and be able focus on my family, I should get rid of my son sending him to an institution and 
forget about him. I did not follow that advice. I was desperate, but I could not imagine my 
life without my son, he is a part of me! The situation was affecting my son’s health, my other 
children, my marriage and most importantly my mental health. I was feeling really isolated 
and rejected by my own community and relatives. I found myself without having anyone to 
talk to, feeling sad and moody every day, without any motivation and crying most days. I knew 
something was different, something was wrong, but I did not know what it was. The first seven 
years in Australia were the darkest in my life, and my mental health went from bad to worse.

One day, unexpectedly, I got a call from an early intervention centre that provides playgroup 
activities for kids with special needs. I was hesitant to go because I hated going out and 
meeting people. It took me a lot of effort and courage to go for the sake of my son and my 
whole family. The best decision I ever made! Once I entered the centre, I was surprised, there 
were many little ‘mysteries’ here with their carers from different cultural backgrounds. We 
were welcomed. For the first time I felt we were not alone. Straight away we felt a sense of 
belonging and security. 

That one phone call changed my whole life and improved my mental health.

My son was referred to a special school. He received access to speech and occupational 
therapy, physiotherapy, and psychology. Everything improved for my family. I started to do 
things for my health and wellbeing. I went to TAFE and learnt English and communication skills. 
I got involved in the community doing volunteer work at schools, disability services and nursing 
home. This gave me self-value. 

The best thing that happened to me was meeting other carers in similar situations who 
understand me. We can laugh, learn from each other’s experiences and exchange knowledge 
and information about the services available and how to navigate the system. That helped  
me a lot. I became healthier, happier, more social, motivated and most of all, a better carer  
for my son.

Finally, I truly started to appreciate my son, Michael. He has become the centre of my life, the 
source of my happiness and my empowerment. My focus and motivation are to help my son to 
reach his potential and for him to be as independent as possible. After 22 years of striving to 
get support for Michael, I have become empowered with knowledge, skills and confidence.

As a way to pay it forward to the community; I work as a Peer Mentor and Peer Facilitator for 
Diversity & Disability Alliance. I am also involved as a carer representative & member of Carer 
Advisory and Consultant Group for Parramatta Mission. I’ve just completed one of my favourite 
projects that I was involved in, the Settlement Services International ‘Our Voice’ project,  
where I gained skills and confidence as a professional and educator with a lived experience.  
Now, I am working as a professional Bilingual Educator for Western Sydney Migrant  
Resource Centre and Bilingual Peer Educator for Carers with the Carer’s Gateway.
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A passionate and experienced Arabic speaking mental health worker  
and community educator.
My name is Randa Saleh. I am a migrant from Lebanon. I grew up during the civil war in Lebanon. 
In Lebanon, I completed Diploma in Kindergarten Teaching and worked as a Kindergarten 
Teacher and I was studying psychology degree. I arrived in Australia over 30 years ago and didn’t 
have any English linguistic skills. I went to TAFE and did English for further study and started 
doing short courses related to my field of expertise working with children. I got married and 
started my own family. I worked as an Arabic teacher in one of the Arabic schools.  

I attended an information session for a community welfare at TAFE specialising in working  
with older people. This session was a turning point in my life. It inspired me to pursue  
further studies, while caring for my four young children and family. I completed a Diploma 
in Community Welfare, a Degree in Welfare, a Diploma in Counselling and a Degree in Social 
Work. I never stopped! I looked for every opportunity to improve myself at the personal and 
professional level. I realised the sky is the limit and I can achieve anything I want regardless 
of my 40 years of age, gender, marital status and number of children. Along this journey my 
husband was very supportive and encouraged me to fulfil my dream. I worked in various roles, 
as a teacher, case manager, counsellor, project officer, settlement service officer, bilingual 
mental health and clinician. 

Currently I work as a Mental Health Clinician/Arabic Mental Health Social Worker with South 
Western Sydney Local Health District (SWSLHD) at Bankstown Community Mental Health 
Services. I work with adult patients experiencing severe and persistent mental disorders 
predominantly psychosis such as bipolar, schizophrenia and personality disorders. 

My role includes providing advanced evidence-based, strengths-focused, recovery-
oriented mental health assessment, treatment and management for patients with 
emerging and chronic mental illness within the community setting.

I support my patients to achieve their recovery and mental health wellbeing goals and 
ensure they have a sound support system in place that includes family, team of professionals, 
and other resources. I encourage my patients to take personal responsibility and actively 
participate in their recovery journey and mental wellbeing. Factors that promote recovery and 
mental wellbeing include, employment, vocational training, financial security, medication, 
stable accommodation, friendships, good physical health, ability to manage stress and 
independence.

I work with individuals to recover from mental illness and improve their wellbeing through a 
number of strategies; learning to set personal boundaries, understanding their own limitations 
and capacities, learning to express their own feelings appropriately and effectively; to be 
realistic in setting goals to ensure a positive and rewarding personal achievement; to balance 
various aspects of life; to take a holistic approach. Recovery is an ongoing process and needs 
time and commitment  
from the individual.

I find myself very fortunate to be able to support my patients and their families. It is very 
rewarding to make a difference in their lives. As a mental health professional, I continue to 
grow and progress at the personal and professional level, and I make an effort to practice what 
I preach. I do take care of my own wellbeing, I exercise daily (mostly walking), I attempt to eat 
healthy, help others and socialise. 

Randa Saleh
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A passionate mental health advocate and community educator  
with a lived experience of mental illness.
I was born in Sydney to Palestinian parents. I am a co-founder at Educaid Australia, a 
non-profit organisation that focuses on improving mental health literacy in culturally and 
linguistically diverse communities, and normalising mental health through reducing shame 
and stigma. I’m currently studying a Master of Psychology at Western Sydney University and 
work as a Mental Health Support Worker at Psych Central, Bankstown. My journey in this field 
started through my own battle with severe depression and anxiety. Most of the signs and 
symptoms started from an early age, but mental illness isn’t a likely explanation for problems 
in our community, so I never considered depression and anxiety to be a possibility. I didn’t 
even know what these terms meant. Other than things only those with weak faith or with 
timid personalities would develop. 

The transition from high school to university wasn’t simple. There’s the identity clash 
between maintaining your sense of religion and culture while attempting to integrate into 
mainstream society. It’s a vulnerable time attempting to discover where you belong in the 
world, and during this time I moved through courses trying to figure out my career path. I 
went from engineering to economics and by the end of my first degree I had attended three 
different universities. It was a turbulent period of my life because this is where the struggles 
with my mental health began presenting themselves.

I started at the gym at this time and I created a new circle of friends. I distracted myself 
with the enjoyment of lifting heavy weights and training with others. I had finished my 
undergraduate degree, secured my first full time role, and started my postgraduate studies. 
During this phase I started to experience a decline in my emotional and physical wellbeing. 
I was exhausted all the time. Initially I struggled to fall asleep, ruminating until 3am in the 
morning before sleeping and waking up the following morning to work at 9am. Afterwards, I 
was able to sleep for 12 hours but I would remain exhausted. There was a noticeable shift in 
my mood. I was constantly restless, frustrated and irritable. I became socially withdrawn and 
had limited tolerance to other people. I withdrew from almost all social activities except for 
powerlifting because it felt like an escape. I would be confused and disorientated most of 
the time. I started to lose hope, motivation and drive to continue with everything around me. 

The final straw was during a powerlifting event where I tore my lower back, and my world 
went spiralling out of control. This was rock bottom for me. I didn’t know where to turn. 
I visited a religious leader to do some spiritual healing, but I would leave feeling more 
tired than when I had walked in. I turned away from wanting to be involved in community 
or religious events. I was in extreme physical pain, and no blood test or physiological test 
would show the source of abdominal pain and exhaustion. The typical response from 
spiritual leaders would be to continue praying and focusing on faith-based practice without 
addressing the issue. I have always acknowledged the importance of faith, but the advice 
never included practical steps to dealing with issues that we experience. The process is 
informal, so it’s a matter of casually approaching them after prayer or setting some time 
aside to have a chat. 

The turning point was reaching out to a friend, who I cherish until this day. I met with him 
at a café and after 30 minutes I was crying my eyes out. It was an emotional moment, 
because for the first time in my life I felt like I could say what was bothering me and it felt 
great. However, this was only the beginning of the journey to recovery. He recommended I 
visit a psychologist, and during this time with them, every visit I would cry. The anxiety and 

Tareq Ahmed
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depression were so severe there was a time where I thought about suicide. The physical and 
psychological pain was unbearable, so I returned quickly to my psychologist and highlighted 
the severity of my experience. He recommended I visit a doctor and consider medication. I 
was initially hesitant due to all the side effects we hear about, but it was the best decision I 
had made. It returned a sense of normality to my life. I took medication simultaneously with 
therapy, adopting other lifestyle changes that included repairing relationships, focusing 
on more nutrient dense foods, increasing physical activity such as walking and running, 
reducing screen time before bed, improving sleep hygiene and living a life that was true to 
who I am. 

I was afraid to seek help because I thought my masculinity would be questioned or I’ve even 
be put down by others because they don’t accept mental illness as a real illness. But I’ve 
learnt that collectively, if we raise our voice, we can create a safe enough community where 
we can seek help without the shame attached to it. We can make a difference to the lives of 
our loved ones by knowing the signs, symptoms and forms of treatment for mental illness. 
We can all play our part in making that change. Today, I dedicate my life to the cause of 
breaking down the stigma around mental illness. 
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How to Help
•  Listen non-judgementally to what the person is actually saying. Gently let the 

person know that you are concerned about them and respect their point of view. 
•   Support the person. Be available but create space to build trust and respect. 

Take things at the person’s pace and validate their feelings. Provide practical 
support when possible. For example, child/pet minding, transportation etc.

•   Encourage the person to seek appropriate professional help as soon as 
possible. Do not pressure them unless it is an emergency.  
Give them a sense of ‘hope’ that things will get better. 

Don’t Speak English?
Phone Interpreter
You can get phone interpreting through Translating and Interpreting Services (TIS) 
by calling 131 450. Available 24 hours a day, every day of the year. 

Interpreting
When you attend the hospital or community health centre, you can ask the health 
staff for an interpreter that speaks your language.

Professional Help for Mental Health
Family Doctor (General Practitioner)
A family doctor or General Practitioner (GP) can help. Some symptoms of mental 
illness can be caused by a physical illness or medication, so it is important speak 
to a doctor about this. A GP can help organise a psychiatrist or psychologist visit.  
A GP can help with medication too.

NSW Mental Health Line 1800 011 511
This is a 24 hour service for all of NSW. An experienced mental health professional 
will answer and give advice about what to do.

Lifeline 13 11 14
National 24 hour crisis support and suicide prevention service for anyone  
needing emotional support. This service provides online, face-to-face and 
telephone support. 
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