Rachel’s story
A definition of Young Carers

Young carers are children and young people under 18 who care for a sick or disabled relative, often someone who has mental health or severe drug and alcohol problems. A young carer may also care for their brother(s) or sister(s), maybe because one or both parents is no longer around. Even if another adult is living in the household, the young person may still be the main carer.
Facts and Figures

· The 2001 Census estimated that there are 175,000 young carers aged under 18 in the UK, but this may be an underestimation.
· Around three million children in the UK have a family member with a disability

· Around a quarter of a million young people in the UK live with a parent who is misusing a Class A drug.
· 920,000 young people in the UK are children of alcoholic parents.

· The average age of young carers is 12, but they can be as young as five years old.
· 86% are of compulsory school age.
Rachel cares
I want to introduce you to a wonderful young person I know, let’s call her Rachel. She is a heroine, hidden in a domestic life few adults could survive. Rachel doesn’t live in a war-torn country, nor is she a victim of floods or famine. Her struggle happens in a West Midlands town in Great Britain in 2007, it happens every day and she meets it alone. This is her story:

My name is Rachel, I am 13 years old and I look after my Mum. She has been bad for a while, she sometimes wants to kill herself and it frightens me. One day when I was getting the tea ready and she was feeling good she asked if she could help with the vegetables. I let her get a knife out of the drawer and before I noticed she had cut her arms with big zig zag gashes. I had to call the ambulance. We were lucky that evening because she missed the arteries. Now I hide the knives and have to tell my Dad where they are when he comes in from work.

I also have to hide the keys so that Mum can’t lock herself in the house. Once I had to bang on the doors and windows for hours before she let me and my little sister in. Mum has forgotten how to change nappies for my sister so I do all that. Last month my sister had grown out of all her clothes so I had to go and buy some more. I handle the money as best I can but that time I got it wrong and spent too much on some nice clothes and we didn’t have enough for food or for the milkman. My Dad says I worry too much but he’s never there. When he comes in from work Mum is always sleeping.

I find it hard to trust my Dad, he works a lot but he doesn’t seem to realise how much Mum needs him. Last week Mum went out to the cinema while I looked after my sister. I walked down with her, with my sister in the pram and left her there and Dad was going to pick her up. He never did. I waited until about ten thirty and then put my sister in the pram and went down to the cinema. She was wandering around lost and confused. I knew she would be. I was so angry!

I talked to my Dad the next day and he said he didn’t think it was that important. He said he’d had a few drinks and couldn’t drive and then he said he knew I could cope. It’s like he sat there in the pub and thought to himself, Should I choose my daughter or more booze?” The booze won. After that, I realised that I was on my own. I went off for a few nights to stay with my best friend Jess. She calmed me down and I slept so well that I was able to go back home, knowing I could get away from things when I needed.

The first thing I did was take my Mum to the doctors. I went in with her and the doctor asked me what I was doing there. I had to tell him all about Mum and how mixed up she was and her attempted suicides. When he just gave her some more tablets I lost my temper and told him she needed help not drugs. He told me I wasn’t helping so I told him that without me my mother would be dead! He asked me to leave the room. Later I wrote to his boss and explained things in a letter more calmly. That doctor has now been moved and Mum was put on a list for therapy.

When the letter came from the doctor there was nine-month waiting list for the therapy and I knew she wouldn’t survive for nine months. So I rang the centre and arranged for her to go as a private patient. I had some money in an account for my education from my Gran’s will and I got the money from that. Then she was away in the centre for a whole month and I looked after my sister alone. I went to see her almost every day. Sometimes she was frightened because of the people in there but gradually she calmed down and began to cry a lot, which was good, I think.

When she came home she was definitely different but very low in confidence. It took her a long time to be able to go out for walks and smile again but it is happening. We changed her bedroom at home and removed all the blue colour which she said drove her crazy. Last month she got a job and started working part time. So things are looking up. Dad is around less and less, when he’s not working he’s playing snooker. We had a holiday last month, all of us together. We always play perfect families on holiday, everyone tries to be nice, but it’s all a lie and it never lasts.

When I grow up, I want to live on my own and maybe look after my sister because I am ten years older than she is. I’d like to work in the media industry, doing advertising or photography or something. I have learnt a lot from caring for my Mum. I have learnt that shouting at people doesn’t work. I know that I have to calm down and control my feelings, breathe slowly, take a walk and things like that. The most important thing is that whoever you care for, let them know that you love them every day, let them know that you’ll be there for them.

Young people in my situation need to have good friends, people who will just listen and listen and listen with kindness. They may not be able to understand but they need to be gentle and patient. People like me also need to find another adult to talk to either a gran or a teacher who can help them understand and care for them. Young people like me need friends like Jess who can give them nights away so that they can sleep and relax in a normal home.

Don Bosco said that young people were the most precious and vulnerable part of society. In Rachel’s story you can see both of those elements woven into a challenging situation. Her dedication and commitment is echoed thousands of times around this country. She stands in need of support certainly, but she also stands as a beacon that challenges the prejudiced views of young people in some newspapers as destructive and dangerous animals. Rachel is much closer to the truth than the tabloid headlines. The name Rachel means little lamb and her tenderness and determination are the antidote to the negative picture of young people being pedalled by the modern media.
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