Chief Petty Officer Naval Nurse (CPONN) ROB LEWIS
When not on deployment I am employed as a Community Mental Health Nurse (CMHN), based in Sunny Walk within HM Naval Base Portsmouth. As part of the team there I manage the Shackleton Division, which is a four week course aimed and targeting those service personnel who are making the transition back to full time employment following treatment for mental health difficulties or for those who are unsure about their future in relation to remaining within the Royal Navy.  
Our principle aim is to enable service men and women to realise their full potential and harness existing strengths, in order to make the transition back to primary role. This is generally achieved through the utilisation of physical training, education, various challenging and adventurous training activities, leadership and management, military competencies and the development of Naval Ethos and Naval Service Core Values. Through encouragement and the development of empowerment and competency, continued recovery, development and enhancement of self worth, self esteem, self confidence, motivation and the building of team ethos, the men and women attending the course overall, regain an identity of their own as part the service whilst generally enjoying the experience. 

	On deployment my role is somewhat different, more akin to that of my fellow CMHN. During Herrick 9 I was employed as the SNCO of the Force Mental Health Team, one of three team members, two of whom myself and Lt Darren Humphrey (Currently the Nursing Officer in Charge, Department of Community Mental Health, Faslane) were based within CAMP BASTION whilst the third team member Petty Officer Naval Nurse (PONN) Zeb Chitembwe (Currently one of the CMHN working at DCMH Plymouth within HMS DRAKE) was based at KANDAHAR AIRFIELD (KAF) working as part of the multi-national medical team
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[ PONN Zeb Chitembwe (Left) CPONN Rob Lewis (Centre), Lt Darren Humphrey (Right)] 


Darren and my primary roles as the Force Mental Health Team (FMHT) based at BASTION was to deliver support and advice to deployed medical assets throughout Helmand Province, provide specialist mental health care to the men and women of the UK forces and where required to Multi-National Personnel as well as carrying out psychological environmental health assessments of the various British Forces locations. This was achieved in part through FMHT visits to the various Forward Operating Bases (FOBs) and Patrol Bases (PBs) by either me or Darren. Whilst one of us was out and about the other would be confined to Bastion. Much as I would have liked to have spent all my time at the FOBs and PBs, Darren ensured that he managed to get out whenever he could. Similarly Zeb took the opportunity when he could to carry out this role to those units based within KAF.
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[PONN Chitembwe (Rear Left), PONN Zdrodowski (Rear Right), CPONN Lewis (Front Left), Lt Humphrey (Front Centre), CPONN Taylor (Front Right)]
	Myself, Darren and Zeb covered as the FMHT during the second half of OP HERRICK 9. The first half of OP HERRICK 9 was covered by Lt Cdr Matt Kiernan and PONN Craig Zdrodowski who were based at CAMP BASTION and CPONN Jane Taylor who was based at KAF. It is also important to mention two further members of the team. The FMHTs also have a dedicated Command Psychiatrist who visits theatre on a regular basis to support the team members as well as liaise directly with the senior command. During Our tour the Command Psychiatrist was Surgeon Commander John Sharpley RN who handed over the baton for the next twelve months to Wing Commander Will Shapland.  


Going on deployment is never an easy task to undertake. Getting ready, doing the pre-deployment training sometimes over a protracted period of time and getting the kit sorted can at times be irritating and frustrating but it is also arguably the easy bit for those deploying at least. The people it’s not necessarily so easy for are our partners, parents and of course the children. Like a large proportion of the armed forces we all left behind our families, for myself, Matt and Jane this was no new experience, having deployed numerous times previously, for the others although they had in previous trades spent considerable time away at sea this was however the first time they had left behind young children. Whether it the first time away from home on deployment or it’s the ‘nth’ time all of us irrespective of our trade or profession experience similar feelings.  I mention this simply to highlight that the Force Mental Health Team are after all and contrary to popular belief made up of normal people.

For most of us deployments bring with them highs and unfortunately and inevitably some lows. Previous experience has taught me that the reception the FMHT receive from the various arms of the armed forces differs considerably. One of the more positive experiences from OP HERRICK 9 was the evidence of a change in attitude towards mental health. In most cases I found that my presence within specific locations was more warmly welcomed. There appeared to be some evidence by the command structure and the men and women of the various locations a degree of understanding that I was there to help and not hinder the effectiveness of their units.

Doing your job in the comfort of an office back in the UK presents its own challenges, but for most if not all of us there is a greater sense of satisfaction in carrying out our principal role in the more inhospitable locations within the world.  The role of a CMHN irrespective of where you put them does not change; it is simply the environment that alters. For those in the team who had deployed for the first time there was a feeling of having achieved greater confidence in their abilities both militarily and professionally, having operated in some cases in isolated locations where they were the ones making the decisions and implementing them. For others it was the camaraderie. Whether we were working within the UK Area of Operations or as part of the multi-national team, it was the people which made the difference. Irrespective of role or nationality, it was the ability of all to work together in order to achieve our aims. The final aspect which stood out above all else was the determination and iron will of the men and women on the ground to do their best and see the job through.
