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FOLEY, Alabama -- Support, education and advocacy are services provided by 

the Baldwin County affiliate of the National Alliance on Mental Illness, a 

grassroots organization that considers itself the nation's voice on mental illness.

"We want the community to know that NAMI provides an avenue for people with mental illness to talk about 

their illnesses and treatment," NAMI member Bryan Bennett said. "We want to get it into the open so it's not 

so stigmatized."

The nonprofit organization is based on the premise that no one should have to walk through life having a 

mental illness alone, Bennett said.

In fact, Bennett said he has personally benefited from the organization.

"My diagnosis is bipolar 1," Bennett said. "I have been hospitalized in the past for my illness. It caused 

distress in my family, with my career and friends. I found NAMI about 3 years ago. Going to the support 

groups helped me better understand my illness."

NAMI Baldwin County President James Hamilton also uses his experiences with the program to help give 

back through the organization.

"It's all about giving back to the community," Hamilton said. "I was in a crisis, and a NAMI organization 

member came to me and helped me walk through the ordeal I was going through. They let me know I was 

not alone. So I am paying forward what was given to me through the organization." 

With assistance from the program, Bennett said that it helps him feel more comfortable, and with some 

training as a voice presenter, Bennett can share his knowledge on mental illnesses to others.

"Another member and I gave a presentation to Foley Fire Department," Bennett said. "We went to educate 

them on how to better assist people with mental illness and their families as first responders."
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In light of the recent tragedy involving the Baldwin County Sheriff's Office, Bennett said that NAMI 

members and officers were deeply saddened and extended the greatest sympathy to all those affected.

Afterward, the NAMI board of directors decided to also speak with the sheriff's department. 

Awareness is vital to their campaign, Bennett said. NAMI provides services to those with mental illness and 

their family members.

"Perhaps if Mr. Jansen had been involved in NAMI, he or his family could have sought out better care," 

Bennett said of Michael Jansen who died at his Fairhope home after a shootout with two deputies on Nov. 

23. Deputy Scott Ward was also killed and Sgt. Curtis Summerlin was shot in the arm and leg and continues 

to recover.

Those interested in becoming a member of NAMI can visit its website, www.namibaldwincounty.org. An 

annual $35 membership fee is required, unless unable to afford the fee. In that case, Bennett said there is 

only a $3 hardship fee.

With a membership, Bennett said members will receive a national membership to NAMI and receive 

newsletters and more.

NAMI also offers three support groups throughout the month, Bennett said. For those diagnosed with a 

mental illness, a "consumer" -- the medical term used -- meeting is held Thursday nights in Fairhope. Those 

interested in an open support group can attend meetings Tuesday nights in Foley. For a family support group 

offered to family members of those with mental illnesses, meetings are held Thursday nights in Fairhope.

More information is provided concerning the dates and times of the meetings on the organization's website.   
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