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See Differently launches new Peer Support Program in partnership with
Beyond Blindness

See Differently with the Royal Society for the Blind, in partnership with Beyond
Blindness, is thrilled to announce the rollout of its new Peer Support Program aimed
at supporting South Australians experiencing sudden or deteriorating vision loss.

The Succeed Differently Beyond Blindness (SDBB) Peer Support Program launches
this month, funded by the Australian Government Department of Social Services.

The three-year initiative will pair individuals experiencing sudden or deteriorating
vision loss with trained peer supporters who have lived experience. The program
aims to help people with vision loss access and navigate disability services, build
confidence and independence, and effectively advocate for their right to exercise
choice and control over their lives, including the supports they receive.

The Peer Support Program, peer support role and training requirements were co-
designed with input from See Differently clients and Beyond Blindness members.
This collaborative process provided valuable insights and recommendations,
ensuring the program effectively meets the needs of the community.

In addition to a dedicated Program Lead, who lives with low vision, See Differently
has recruited 11 paid and volunteer staff to help deliver the program. These recruits
have undergone extensive training to ensure they are equipped to provide the best
possible peer support.

See Differently Executive Director, Damian Papps, said he was excited to launch the
program, which will support participants across South Australia.

“By connecting people with lived experience to those who are just beginning their
Journey, we’re building a supportive community where individuals can share their
stories, learn from each other, and find strength in knowing they’re not alone,” Mr
Papps said.

“This initiative aligns with our commitment to empowering those with vision loss,
we’re giving participants the tools to thrive. We’'re grateful for the Australian
Government Department of Social Services’ support in making this a reality.
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“We’re looking forward to seeing the lasting, positive impact this initiative will have on
the community, helping individuals across South Australia, including those who live
regionally and rurally, to feel empowered and connected.”

See Differently client, chair of the See Differently Client Advisory Committee and a
volunteer in the Peer Support Program, Michael Hutchison, 71, was a driving force
behind the idea of a peer support program.

“I'm hoping participants gain confidence, independence and learn to speak up for
themselves if they want a change in their circumstances,” Mr Hutchison said.

“‘We’ll be able to share our experiences and offer tips of what worked for us.”

Mr Hutchison lost his eyesight suddenly 10 years ago following routine cataract
surgery, caused by an allergic reaction to the antibiotics used.

“Il lost my sight very quickly and was dealing with not being able to work, drive,
manage the house and garden anymore,” Mr Hutchison said.

“That was a very tricky time in my life, and for my partner too.

“See Differently can do a lot, but | think having someone alongside you, same age,
maybe same background, same vision loss — it will be good to have someone who
has been through that process.”

Fellow See Differently client and volunteer peer support worker, Charlotte Germaine,
30, has had vision issues from birth, which doctors believe was caused by
toxoplasmosis, a condition which can occur when a pregnant mother is scratched by
an infected cat. However, it wasn’t until 2013 where she lost her sight completely,
caused by a flare-up of the toxoplasmosis. In an instant her life changed.

“l had my L-plates and had to return my licence, | had to give up my part-time job,
and | was a volunteer firefighter and had to stop doing that, too,” Ms Germaine said.

Living in regional SA in an already small country town, Ms Germaine said her vision
loss made her feel isolated.

“I had no one to talk to,” she said.

“I think this Peer Support Program is such a great idea. For me, living in the country
it would’ve been so handy, just to have someone to talk to.

“If I can help one person through this program, then it’s worth it.”
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Anyone in South Australia experiencing sudden or deteriorating vision loss can join
the Peer Support Program — no referral is required. The sessions are free and will be
held via telephone to ensure accessibility, regardless of location. For more
information, email PeerSupport@SeeDifferently.org.au

About See Differently:

Founded in 1884, See Differently with the Royal Society for the Blind is one of South
Australia’s oldest charities and is the largest and most experienced provider of low
vision services in the state.

Through its diverse range of services — from guide and assistance dogs to assistive
technologies — See Differently supports South Australians living with blindness or low
vision, helping them live life to the fullest.
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