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CELEBRATING LOCAL INNOVATION: INTRODUCING THE RURAL WELLINGTON VIRTUAL
PSYCHIATRY CLINIC

The Guelph Wellington Ontario Health Team (GW OHT) proudly celebrates the collaborative efforts of several
partners who have come together to address a critical need for psychiatry services in our rural communities. 

Until March 2023, the rural Family Health Teams (FHTs) in the GW OHT - including Upper Grand FHT, Minto-
Mapleton FHT, Mount Forest FHT, and East Wellington FHT, relied on virtual psychiatry consults through

CAMH to support their patients. Unfortunately, changes to funding and discontinuation of the CAMH
partnership, left these FHTs without consistent psychiatry services for about a year thereafter. During this

period, telemedicine nurses worked tirelessly to arrange consultations from various sources. However, this
approach did not provide on-going stable access to psychiatry services and could not meet the demand for

psychiatry services for our rural residents. Psychiatry remains in short supply across Ontario, posing
significant challenges in recruiting and retaining specialists, particularly in rural areas. 

In response to these challenges and gaps in service, GW OHT partners collaborated to develop a local
psychiatry solution without the addition of new financial resources. In collaboration with Dr. Sherief El-Gaaly,

Chief of Psychiatry & Regional Services at Homewood Health, the leaders of the rural FHTs launched the
Rural Wellington Virtual Psychiatry Clinic (RWVPC). This clinic connects patients from the Upper Grand FHT,
Minto Mapleton FHT and Mount Forest FHT with local psychiatrists, enabling consistent access to psychiatric

assessments and consultations for our rural residents.  

The clinic streamlines the administration of
care, while enhancing communication
processes, as well as enables consistency of
available consultations. FHT telemedicine
nurses play a critical role in supporting the
clinic. The telemedicine nurse coordinates
referrals, appointments, and follow-up care,
while also facilitating seamless interactions
between psychiatrists, primary care providers
and patients.  

Early feedback from patients has been overwhelmingly positive, highlighting their satisfaction with feeling
heard during virtual appointments and the effectiveness of the consultations in their journey towards wellness. 

Hillary Blackett, Executive Director of the Upper Grand Family Health Team, emphasizes that this innovative
program is a testament to the power of collaboration within the GW OHT. She credits the strong relationships
forged within the OHT for making this initiative possible. As the Rural Wellington Virtual Psychiatry Clinic
continues to evolve, it is expected to significantly reduce waitlists and enhance access to mental health
services throughout Rural Wellington.  



The Upper Grand Family Health Team (UGFHT) and CMHA Waterloo Wellington (WW) continue to
collaborate to enhance patient care through the Integrated Patient Care Team (IPCT) model. A focused
opportunity identified by partners is improvement of information sharing between primary care providers and
CMHA WW, such as updates regarding changes to patients’ complexity or acuity, patient status on waitlists
or challenges connecting with the appropriate staff member to acquire the necessary information to facilitate
care. These challenges can result in lost clinical time and frustration for both providers and patients.  

The UGFHT and CMHA WW are trialing a streamlined communication approach, whereby the telemedicine
nurses employed at the UGFHT and CMHA WW are the main points of contact between organizations. The
telemedicine nurses have access to their organization’s medical record systems and can readily share
necessary information to expedite requests, enabling clinicians to work efficiently and focus on patient care.
The telemedicine nurses use Hypercare, a secure instant messaging tool, to enable real-time communication
between organizations, exchanging patient information and providing updates quickly and efficiently. This
streamlined approach enables primary care providers and specialists across organizations to focus less on
administrative tasks, allowing more time for direct patient care. Early assessment of this streamlined
approach shows improvements to waitlist management processes, provider experience, as well as optimizing
the sharing of patient information between organizations. 

We are at the early stages of this IPCT project and look forward to further strengthening the integration of
CMHA WW mental health services within primary care at UGFHT. 
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INTEGRATED PATIENT CARE TEAM (IPCT) UPDATE: UGFHT & CMHA PARTNERSHIP 

PARTNERSHIP BETWEEN MINTO-MAPLETON FHT AND THE GROVE YOUTH HUB (PALMERSTON) 
Youth now have biweekly access to a registered practical nurse and nurse practitioner at the Palmerston site
Youth Hub as the result of a partnership with the Minto-Mapleton Family Health Team and Wyndham House. 

Read more about CMHA WW Youth Hub project, The Grove in their Impact Update. 

“We welcome the growth of this partnership that we
believe will serve as a welcoming, safe and accessible

model of care for our community’s youth.”
 – Shirley Borges, Executive Director, 
Minto-Mapleton Family Health Team 

https://guelphwellingtonoht.com/2024/07/09/the-grove-impact-update-spring-summer-2024/
https://guelphwellingtonoht.com/2024/07/09/the-grove-impact-update-spring-summer-2024/


I think this program is great and helped me significantly.
Even when I thought I was hiding or covering up my struggles or difficulties, it seemed like

staff sensed that and was there to help, comfort and support me.

The staff here are amazing. They are calming, educated and caring.

For more information on the Safe Beds program or referral process, 
please connect with Emily Barber, Clinical Supervisor, at ebarber@stonehengetc.com. 

CARING FOR INDIGENOUS OLDER ADULTS IN WATERLOO WELLINGTON E-MODULE
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HERE IS WHAT OUR CLIENTS HAVE SAID ABOUT SAFE BEDS: 

GW OHT SAFE BEDS 
‘Safe Beds’ is a provincial mental health and justice funded initiative developed to provide an alternative to
incarceration and/or hospitalization for community members experiencing a crisis related to their substance
use and/or mental health. Persons who have been apprehended under the mental health act or otherwise
involved with police may be referred for a crisis respite stay in the ‘Safe Beds’ program for up to 30-days once
determined to be medically stable. 
In Guelph-Wellington, the ‘Safe Beds’ program is offered by Stonehenge Therapeutic Community. Referrals to
Stonehenge for the ‘Safe Beds’ program come from three sources only: Police, IMPACT, and GW OHT
hospitals. Admission is voluntary. At the time of referral, staff may ask to speak with the client directly to
ensure suitability and confirm desire to participate in programming. This 24/7 program includes four beds and
provides acute crisis and substance use stabilization, supports along the harm reduction and recovery
continuum, life skills development, and connection and collaboration with community services. Abstinence
from substances is not required during the stabilization stay. 
Since launching in October 2023, over 50 individuals have been supported, with an average length of stay
being 16 days. 20+ life skills, psycho-educational, and peer support groups are offered per week, including
coping skills, healthy rec & leisure, recovery maintenance, and many more. In addition to direct care and
stabilization, clients are supported in many different ways through individualized care plans, including referrals
and service navigation to primary healthcare, housing services, employment services, community mental
health supports, and more. Clients have provided feedback which indicated 93% of clients left their time at
Safe Beds feeling equipped with new coping strategies and tools to maintain their goals post-discharge, as
well as 100% of participants saying they would recommend this program to others. 

Drug Poisoning Awareness Day will be held in Mt. Forest on August 22nd at 12pm, and in
downtown Guelph on August 29th at 12pm. 

DRUG POISONING AWARENESS DAY EVENTS   
Partner organizations of the Wellington Guelph Drug Strategy will host Drug Poisoning Awareness Day in
Mt. Forest and downtown Guelph at the end of August. In alignment with International Overdose
Awareness Day, the two events will hold space to grieve and honour community members whose lives
have been lost. It is also an opportunity for our community to advocate for health-focused policies and
services to meet the needs of people who use substances, ranging from harm reduction through to
treatment, and recovery support.  

Drug Poisoning Awareness Events are open to everyone and will include a moment of silence, speeches, and
a die-in to demonstrate the lives lost in Guelph and Wellington. For more information regarding Drug Poisoning
Awareness Day please visit www.wgdrugstrategy.ca and follow WGDS on Social Media for updates.   

mailto:ebarber@stonehengetc.com
https://www.overdoseday.com/
https://www.overdoseday.com/
https://www.overdoseday.com/
http://www.wgdrugstrategy.ca/
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The GW OHT Mental Health and Addictions Tier 4/5
Working Group held a meeting on May 27, 2024, focused
on privacy as an enabler of integrated care for persons with
complex health and housing needs. This engaging session,
led by Kate Dewhirst, was held to support partners to
develop a shared understanding of privacy legislation and
to review common challenges and opportunities that arise
when supporting complex people in our communities. The
recording of the event and a brief summary highlighting the
key ideas are available on the GW OHT website here. 

PRIVACY AS AN ENABLER OF CARE  

Launch of the home care
Modernization Leading Practice is
approaching!!!!! A staggered approach
for the 7 provincial projects is being
planned – GW OHT is estimated to
launch in early fall. 

As part of our work to prepare for go-
live, we will be supporting staff from
home care (including care
coordinators from Ontario
Health@Home and in-home care
providers from Service Provider
Organizations (SPOs)) and primary
care (at six existing primary care sites
in Guelph Wellington) to come
together as IPCTs (Integrated Patient
Care Teams). 

We are excited to work with
providers and staff from the six
primary care teams, care
coordinators and SPO staff at each
IPCT to co-design the processes by
which these new integrated teams
will deliver care to their shared
patient population.

INTEGRATED PRIMARY CARE TEAM MODEL

https://katedewhirst.com/
https://guelphwellingtonoht.com/2024/07/23/privacy-as-an-enabler-of-care/
https://guelphwellingtonoht.com/2024/07/23/privacy-as-an-enabler-of-care/

