Tribute to Sylvia Baker

By Carole Preen FAAPA, FANM, HonMIFA

Sadly, one of the most important figures within the UK aromatherapy profession has
just passed away at the end of July. Sylvia Baker has been a dear friend for many
years as well as a personal mentor but for the rest of the profession she has been a

silent unsung hero, working stalwartly for well over twenty years.

Sylvia starting her work in our profession in 1987 when she became the PA to
Shirley Price. She qualified in aromatherapy in 1989 (taught by Penny Price). Sylvia
then became involved with the British Complementary Therapy Association (BCMA)
representing the interests of the Aromatherapy Profession and it was soon obvious
that due to the increasing popularity and size of the UK aromatherapy profession that
aromatherapy needed its own governing body. Sylvia was mainly responsible for
creating the Aromatherapy Organisations Council (AOC), which had its inaugural
meeting in 1991. Initially Shirley Price gave Sylvia a separate telephone line within
her organisation so people could contact the AOC instead of Shirley Price
Aromatherapy and after a short time, the AOC needed Sylvia full time, so she left the
SPA in 1993. Shirley Price has told me that she was “sad to lose her”. It was now
that some amazing work took place. Sylvia worked hard to ensure all the
aromatherapy associations became part of the AOC. The AOC set up a number of
sub-committees and for the first time wrote standards of education for schools to
follow. Around about the same time many of the awarding bodies were also starting
up for aromatherapy but at that time they did not subscribe to the AOC Core

Curriculum in the same way as they do now with the AC’s Current Core Curriculum.

In 1994, before the days of Skills for Health, the Care Sector Consortium (CSC) was
the then Occupational Standards Council/National Training Organisation for Health &
Social Care, charged by the Government, through the Department of Education &
Employment (DfEE), with developing National Occupational Standards for the totality
of the healthcare sector workforce in the UK. The Independent Care Organisations

(ICO) was the CSC’s member organisation representing the private sector, namely



nursing and residential homes, private hospitals and complementary therapies. The
AOC, as the umbrella body for aromatherapy at that time, had its own independent
seat on the ICO. The only other therapy grouping to have its own independent seat
at that time was the CHO (Confederation of Healing Organisations). Sylvia Baker
was nominated to be the AOC'’s representative on the ICO and she worked tirelessly
to help develop national standards. The ICO made a successful bid to develop
national standards for four therapies and appointed core representatives. Sylvia was
the ICO’s core representative for aromatherapy. Within the AOC, Sylvia co-ordinated
the work to develop the first draft of the Aromatherapy National Occupational
Standards from 1995-1997 and they were finally published in 1998. | helped with the
final draft as one of the participants on the working group (and | have worked on
each revision since). So as a result of all this work, aromatherapy was the first of the
complementary therapies to have national standards published and we have Sylvia
to thank for that.

Sylvia passed on the administration of the AOC to Nina Ashby in 1998 and she took

on the role of PR Chair for the AOC. Nina has sent me a personal email stating:

“Sylvia Baker was a driving force for the formation of what came to be known as the
Aromatherapy Organisations Council, that began to seek to unify the profession in
1989 in response to the perceived threat of European Law upon complementary
therapy. She was on the original formative board and then continued to serve upon
the executive committee after the official formation of the AOC in 1991 in the

capacity of Secretary until 1998 and then until 2000 in other roles.

In my mind, what set Sylvia apart was her untiring in devotion to working on behalf of
the whole profession! In addition to encouraging constructive dialogue within the
profession, she helped to forge links with government by being an active
representative to the Parliamentary Group for Complementary Therapies, worked to
make our cause known in Europe and established links with other organisations
such as the Herbalists and the Trade. She took especial interest in the AOC's
support of the Aromatherapy Trade to separate in function from direct membership
of the AOC and upon retiring from her work with the AOC, went on to be their

Administrator and advocate”.



Sylvia produced the AOC official guide booklet and gave regular talks at association
AGM’s and aromatherapy seminars. In late 1998/9, Sylvia was involved in talks with
the Department of Health regarding Statutory Regulation of Aromatherapy and this
was reported at all the health shows by Sylvia at that time. It is interesting that
aromatherapy was actually progressing towards statutory regulation at that time and
of course all that changed in 2000 when the House of Lords report was published. In
that publication we were told to pursue voluntary self-regulation for the aromatherapy
profession. Sylvia remained PR Chairman until 2000 when she left the AOC in order
to become the administrator for the Aromatherapy Trade Council (ATC), which had
existed since 1994. She had become more and more involved with trade issues from
within the AOC and it was apparent that the regulation of the trade needed to be
separate from the profession itself. The work she has done for the trade has been
truly inspirational and | am sure that everyone involved with the trade would agree
with me. | have received the following personal statements from other key people

within our profession:

From Robert Tisserand: “Sylvia was warm, joyful, sympathetic, unassuming,
dependable, and ever-willing to help almost anyone with anything if she could. She would
often put people in touch with one another in order to facilitate positive action. She was
totally committed to her work for the ATC, and knew more than anyone in the aromatherapy

worl d about current and upcoming |l egislationo.

From Eve Taylor: “Sylvia was dedicated to the profession and many therapists do not
realise how much she did in the past that they now benefit from, keeping us all up to date on
changing regulations that many would never have understood without her regular news

articles. We will all miss a great Lady”.

From Shirley Price: “Very sad news about Sylvia. She was a valued staff member at SPA
until 1993 when we were sad to lose her to the AOC¢ Shirley had fully supported the
setting up of the AOC and as stated above had even set up a phone line for Sylvia to

use when the AOC first came into existence.



The amount of legislation involved in the essential oil trade is enormous and

changes constantly and Sylvia never failed to keep on top of everything and ensure
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all the essential oil companies who became part of the ATC were kept informed of
anything that affected their business. In recent years the ATC has had stands at the
Chelsea Garden Show and won a bronze medal in 1998 for the stand. | know how
delighted Sylvia was about this and just how much she appreciated those people
that were involved in printing the display posters. She really was so ecstatic about

those display posters so thank you to everyone who was involved with them.

In 2000 | took over the role of PR Chair for the AOC from Sylvia as she moved

permanently to the ATC offices and later, in 2002, | became the administrator, taking



over from Nina Ashby. Sylvia and | continued to work closely together reporting on
issues of common concern. We gave many talks together, her for the ATC and me
for the AOC, at associations AGM’s to help keep aromatherapists informed of

important issues. Many of you may remember seeing us!

Sylvia and | worked on S12(1) reform on a number of occasions and without her help
and guidance | would never have been able to have as much influence in this area
as we have had at the AC. She helped me write the AC Guidelines for responsible

marketing and ensured communications with the MHRA.

Sylvia was given honorary memberships of many :'|_
aromatherapy associations in recognition of her
work and dedication to the aromatherapy
profession. She has remained a great supporter
of what is now the Aromatherapy Council and the
last AOC Chair Joyce West (now the Education
Chair of the Aromatherapy Council), pictured

aside with Sylvia at CAM Expo in 2006, has commented “Sylvia selflessly worked on
behalf of aromatherapy for the AOC and the profession and was warm, friendly and much

loved by all of those who were fortunate to work with her and know her”.

Sylvia and | were involved with the original CAM Expo, called CHEXPO, along with
Angela Mahadru, the editor of Choice & Well-being Magazine. In 2002/3 Sylvia was
contacted because according to Angela “Sylvia was at the forefront of the essential oil
industry with her knowledge and contacts. Her direct dealings with essential oil companies
and understanding legislation plus the way she made that information available to everyone
was amazing. For these reasons we approached Sylvia to help develop an event that would
further develop the complementary health industry by raising standards through education
and under Syhanvas aiwgays.wonderful at bringing the right people together
and | was always grateful that as the co-ordinator of the Aromatherapy Consortium
(now Council) she always ensured | was part of any discussion relating to
aromatherapy and | was honoured to be able to carry on the work she had initiated. |
am forever in her debt ,as we all are, and she is sorely missed. | know that Ray
Gransby who has taking over the administration for the ATC feels equally blessed to

have been able to work closely with her over the last few years. She was one of the



most important people in my life and will live in my heart forever. This is my tribute to
Sylvia’s great achievements from my perspective but | am sure that many more
people have fond memories of her and her work for our profession. | believe she
should be mentioned in every essay a student completes on the modern history of
aromatherapy and she is as important and influential as Marguerite Maury and Dr
Jean Valnet. We are all in her debt. Thank you Sylvia and may you now soar on

Angel’s wings.



