
Drug and Alcohol Peer Volunteer Program
A Peer Volunteer guides an employee toward recovery

The PG&E office employee knew she was in trouble. A single mother in her 40’s, she was drinking heavily, her children weren’t speaking to her and she was about to lose her job. She didn’t know where to turn—until she was stunned to see a co-worker stand up in front of an employee meeting, identify herself as a recovering alcohol and drug abuser, and talk about being a Peer Volunteer.
The speaker was Julie Del Corso, now a senior new business representative in Stockton, where for five years she has been a member of the platoon of PG&Eers who have faced down their own addictions and now help other employees take the first steps toward recovery.
“That was my first time to do that in front of an audience, and it was frightening,” remembered Del Corso, a 31-year PG&E veteran who got clean 16 years ago with help from the Employee Assistance Program (EAP). “After I spoke, this woman I knew—our kids played sports together—asked for my help. She was afraid she was going to lose her kids for good. I’d been a widowed single mother struggling with alcohol and drugs myself, so I was able to take her through how the recovery process would impact her children. I got her into a program, and within seven months she had her kids back.”
Confidential, effective support available 24/7
Answering calls for help from substance abusers is the mission of the Peer Volunteer Program. Some employees prefer to talk with a peer — a fellow PG&E employee, who knows the experience of addiction, and the path of recovery from first-hand experience — rather than a mental health professional. A contact with a Peer Volunteer is completely confidential, neither human resources nor management is made aware of the employee’s involvement with the Peer Volunteer Program. The Peer Volunteers are also available to assist employees with family members who have substance abuse issues.
The program constitutes a rewarding win-win situation.  “A healthy employee who is not caught in the clutches of addiction is happier, lives a better family life, and is safer, and more productive at work,” said Camille Aguilar, Peer Volunteer Program Analyst. “More than 360 employees and their dependents have reached out to Peers for help this year, and our Peers have given over 100 talks to various employee groups to let people know they’re available.”

By at least one measure, the program is a success. Over the past two years, nearly 90 percent of the employees who have been guided into treatment by a Peer Volunteer have completed treatment successfully and remain with the company. “The high success rate can partially be attributed to the ongoing support the employees receive from the Peer Volunteer after the employee completes a treatment program and returns to work,” said Bridget McKenna, licensed psychologist and Peer Volunteer Program Clinical Consultant.
There are about 40 Peer Volunteers, a number that stays pretty steady—as volunteers retire or leave the program, new Peers are recruited and trained to meet the demands of volunteering with the program. “That cry for help may come only once, and someone’s life can be in the balance,” said Del Corso, “so when it happens, we have to be there 24/7.”
Paying it forward
Jesse Delgado, a troubleman/lineman in Cupertino with 11 years of sobriety, became a Peer Volunteer in 2009 because he remembered getting help from a peer in another company long ago.

“I was 22 and had barely learned how to drink, and I had no idea I was in trouble,” Delgado recalled. “A foreman told me I had a problem, and he steered me into a program for the first time. Now I can do that for someone else, and that’s a great feeling.” 

By contrast, Senior Business Analyst Wayne Swisher became a Peer Volunteer to provide what he didn’t have when he began his recovery 15 years ago.

“I didn’t have peer support, and I know how scared and lonely it can be to face this without it,” said Swisher. “It means a lot to me to be there for people when they are most in need.”
Mutual benefits

The Peer Volunteers say that by sharing their own stories, and by seeing colleagues through the process that they have experienced so personally, they are also helping themselves stay sober. 
“Honestly, I don’t even know if what I do helps people, but I know it helps me, because when you reach out to others, a higher power helps you,” said Delgado. “I don’t know the magic, I just know in my heart that it’s true. So I just do what I can and have faith that some good will come of it.”
If you are a PG&E employee with a substance abuse problem, you can call the Peer Volunteer Program at (415) 973-3911. All contacts are completely confidential. You may also access the program website at www.peervolunteers.org to obtain contact information or post a message for a Peer Volunteer. If you would like a Peer Volunteer to speak to your work group please contact Camille Aguilar (C1A3@pge.com).
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