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Help for cops in need
New trial
program
for police
veterans
BY ALEX FORD

B

ARRY Traynor saw
a lot during his 30
years as a police
officer, including
decades serving in Ballarat.
"I joined the police force
in 1966, I was stationed in
Fitzroy, I came from Ararat
where the most violent thing
I'd seen was the neighbour's
dog barking at somebody - I
go down as a 19-year-old
rookie to Fitzroy, and it just
completely changed me,"
he said. "A young woman
(died) heading to work ran
into the tram head-on on
Nicholson Street, I remember coming back and doing
all the reports - there was no
follow-up, it was just 'you attended a fatal', and our way
of dealing with it was going
to the pub and having a few
beers. That was it, nothing
else, no follow ups."
Understandings of
post-traumatic stress and
mental health have changed
a lot in that time, which is
why Mr Traynor jumped at
the chance to help his fellow
retired police veterans.
A Victorian-first program
is providing peer support
groups for force veterans,
with a 12-month trial in
Ballarat, Bendigo, and Geelong. Mr Traynor is one of
two peer support volunteers
in Ballarat.
"I'm not qualified, I'm not
a psychologist, I'm a peer
support officer to stand by
and help out - it's up to them
to come to me, just ring me
or email me, I'll help you

GIVING BACK: Former police officer Barry Traynor is "determined" to help police veterans who have no one else to
turn to. Picture: Lachlan Bence

out," he said. "Sometimes
they'll talk about their
experiences they've had,
and you have to be a very
good listener.
"They'll be telling you
a story about how they
attended a fatal accident or
a shooting, and the last thing
I, as a former policeman
and I know what they're
going through, is to say "oh
I can remember one better
than that" - that defeats the
purpose, you let them run,
they tell their story, and you
take it all in."
The program is an
initiative of Police Veterans
Victoria, an independent
organisation that grew
from a few officers trying to
help retirees in 2014. Chief
executive David McGowan
said it was now in touch with
thousands of former police
officers across the state. "The
youngest vet is a 28-year-old,
the eldest is 97-years-old,
who emailed me and wanted
to tell us his story," he said.

‘‘

There's still this 10-foot-tall and
bulletproof syndrome - when you
take your uniform off, you're John
Citizen
Peer support volunteer Barry Traynor
"Once you become a vet,
the support network is very
limited - in fact, it's by trial
and error we try to support
them. They pay a heavy toll,
police veterans are pretty
much on their own and
that's a hidden tragedy."
Mr Traynor, fighting fit
in his 70s, said he's now
meeting with four or five
veterans a week for a catchup coffee, dropping them
off for appointments, and
setting up social events with
guest speakers.
"The problem we've got,
with retired police, there's
still this 10-foot-tall and
bulletproof syndrome -

"nothing affects me because
I was a cop" - they're still big
and strong, but at the end of
the day, when you take your
uniform off and head home,
take the kids to the park,
you're John Citizen, you're
no different to anyone else
and you do have emotions,"
he said. "It's the perception,
they find it a weakness to
sit down and say "listen, I
need help"." That perception
is changing, he said - Mr
Traynor's son and daughterin-law are serving police
officers in Ballarat, and even
though he's experienced
similar traumatic events to
them, the approach to deal-

ing with them is different.
"We've got some young
police men and women
suffering from stress
because of the fatals - one
policeman had two cot
deaths in a week, and he's
got little kids," he said.
"Everyone says, 'well, that's
the job, you're paid to do it,
that's what you do', and I
accept all that, but along the
line, this continued trauma
and violence does wear you
down." Mr McGowan, a
former detective sergeant,
said the aim of the trial
programs is to replicate what
the peer support volunteers
are doing across the state,
then attract proper funding
from the state government
to broaden programs and
access to psychologists.
"Ballarat, in many ways,
is the benchmark for us
internally - they have a
whole group that meet
regularly, support each
other, reach out and extend
themselves to Police Legacy

and trying to get some more
community involvement,"
he said. "We don't have any
government support at this
point - we need more funding so our operational costs
are covered and I'm not
spending time rattling tins.
"Our funding (now)
comes from serving police
members who sign up for a
couple of bucks per pay, and
some corporate donations,
that's not sustainable."
Already, with about 80
veterans on the books,
Mr Traynor said the trial
is making a difference.
"They're tuned for years on
adrenaline, they go to work,
do the job, and I'd watch
them come through when I
was senior sergeant at Ballarat, they'd come through
the door raring to go, hyped
up - "there's a shooting",
"there's a brawl", they're on
the go," he said. "Suddenly,
when they're not doing that,
it's like letting the air out of
a balloon, they get flat, and
there is a bit of loneliness, so
they need to be connected."
Victoria Police's acting
health, safety and wellbeing director Dr Jon-Paul
Cacioli said Police Veterans
Victoria was valuable for
officers experiencing poor
mental health, and Chief
Commissioner Shane Patton
is patron. "Victoria Police
backs the charity's important work, primarily through
the provision of full-time
clinical support to assist its
veteran peer officers and unlimited access to counselling
for all veterans," he said in a
statement. "Victoria Police
understands many veterans
experience symptoms of
mental ill health without
diagnoses - to this end we
have introduced a confidential mental health screening
service for employees
and veterans."
■ Need support? Phone
Lifeline 13 11 14.
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