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STATE SUICIDE PREVENTION STRATEGY 
Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [9.44 pm]: The recent debate that we had on a state suicide 
prevention strategy has prompted a great deal of feedback, particularly to my office, and I want to talk about the 
issue of Aboriginal suicide in the Kimberley. I have received quite a bit of correspondence in recent times about 
this matter. I will not go into detail about the enormity of the problem of Aboriginal youth suicide. I am sure that 
members would be well aware of the appalling statistics and significant challenges faced by many Aboriginal 
communities in this area. However, I would like to share some of the feedback that I have received from these 
communities about the state suicide prevention strategy. I recognise that the Kimberley is a big place with many 
local communities that have vastly different opinions and in no way do I presume to speak on behalf of the entire 
community; that would be presumptuous of me and appallingly rude. However, I will canvass a range of issues 
that have been brought to my attention.  

The WA state suicide prevention strategy—the One Life strategy as it is called—aims to be community driven 
and to empower communities to develop local strategies. As we discussed in this place, that is a great approach. I 
am aware that one of the ongoing criticisms from Aboriginal communities has been that too often inappropriate 
so-called government solutions in the form of programs have been imposed on them. I know that part of the 
thinking behind the state suicide strategy was to do something quite different. Unfortunately, this intention has 
not translated on the ground in some of the communities as a truly community-driven program. For example, the 
strategies will be based on locally developed and implemented community action plans, and the decision on 
which group will be funded to implement a local CAP, particularly in a smaller community, can be a very 
sensitive process. We know that if it is not done properly, it can have an adverse impact on the community, 
including undermining community cohesiveness and exacerbating existing local tensions. The feedback I have 
received indicates precisely what has happened in at least two communities. In order to be effective and 
meaningful, decision-making processes need to be locally appropriate. Another concern raised has been about 
the lack of provision of follow up and ongoing support subsequent to the delivery of many of the really good 
suicide prevention training and healing programs that are available and seem to be increasingly delivered under 
the One Life strategy, and this is also becoming a problem. It is important that the delivery of training or healing 
programs is not a one-off or an isolated process. Communities need solutions that will be sustainable and 
ongoing. On that point, I have been told that there are issues with the imposed existing time frames of the One 
Life strategy. Communities are concerned that the time frames do not respect their own time frames and that 
there is a lack of flexibility and a sense that there is no time for the response to really be community driven. The 
push for programs to be on the ground before we go into pre-election mode means that some—not all—
communities are feeling rushed. This results in coordinators not being given time to establish the knowledge and 
relationships that are essential to working effectively within Aboriginal communities. 

As it has been relayed to me, the concerns around time frames also extend to the funding cycle being too short. 
This potentially undermines the sustainability and, in many cases, limits the community action plans and means 
that coordinators are only just gaining the required knowledge when their contract ends. I acknowledge that this 
is a difficult area and that the minister has come under fire from people who are frustrated that the strategy has 
taken too long to implement, but I believe this could be addressed by more adequate information sharing with the 
public. I recognise that it is sort of coming from both sides. Suicide prevention is an important issue that should 
and, indeed, must be able to rise above election cycles and whims of governments. I would be really concerned if 
it was ever anything other than this.  

I have just mentioned some quite specific concerns with how the One Life strategy is being implemented on the 
ground in Aboriginal communities. I would also like to mention more broad concerns that have been raised with 
me about the nature of the debate in this place about suicide prevention in the Kimberley. Firstly, what has been 
raised with me, and it may not be a surprise to some, is the concern that far too often the focus is on mental 
health and mental health service delivery. Certainly there is a need in this area and I am one of the people who is 
often on my feet in this place talking about the need for improved mental health services in this state—so it goes 
without saying that I will support any initiatives that do that. However, discussions about the provision of mental 
health services can often obfuscate the fact that mental illness is not generally the cause of Aboriginal youth 
suicide in the Kimberley. As such, although increased mental health services, are important in their own right, 
and I will always applaud them happening, they should not be used by governments trying to boost their 
credentials in the area of suicide prevention. 

The broader issue of the causes of Aboriginal youth suicide is a complex topic and one that I cannot do justice to 
given the limited time available to me tonight. However, what I would like to raise before I conclude is the 
relative absence of discussion in this place of the importance of culture in debate about suicide prevention. The 
value of Aboriginal culture is too rarely acknowledged or even really understood properly by many decision 
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makers, yet effective suicide prevention is impossible without this. I want to paraphrase the words of Professor 
Michael Chandler, who recently visited Australia. I understand that the Mental Health Commission had a role in 
co-sponsoring Professor Chandler’s visit and that many people had an opportunity to hear him, which is great. 
He came to visit Australia to share his expertise from more than 40 years researching and working among 
Canada’s First Nation communities. He made the point that cultural wounds require cultural healing and that it is 
not about mental health; it is not about mental illness. I know that his words resonated strongly with many 
people who heard him. He spoke about cultural continuity and cultural healing, and the importance of young 
Aboriginal people having a sense of identity, belonging and purpose. He pointed out that Aboriginal youths take 
their lives because they cannot see a future for themselves, and suicide prevention efforts must be founded on 
addressing this basic premise. 

This is recognised by many people and I am pleased to say that some fantastic programs of this nature are being 
run in the Kimberley. An example, of course, is Yiriman. We have talked about Yiriman before in this place; it 
gets bandied about a fair bit. But this model has been a successful one. I also wanted to use this opportunity to 
say that I am pleased to note that the program recently won first place in category B of the 2012 Indigenous 
governance awards, and I congratulate them for this fantastic achievement. In his speech at the Indigenous 
governance awards, Mick Dodson noted that the clearest key ingredient of successful programs such as Yiriman 
was that they placed culture at the centre of everything that they did. I hope many people were listening to this 
statement. 

I wanted to say those few words because I have had some really interesting correspondence since that debate 
occurred in this place. I think the prevention of Aboriginal youth suicide in the Kimberley is too important for 
any government to get wrong. All the goodwill in the world will not make up for flawed delivery. It is true to say 
that there are some success stories; it is also true to say that there are many stories emerging in the Kimberley of 
lack of success that is creating a lot of division, and that is very, very concerning. There are problems on the 
ground and I do not want them to be glossed over; these people need to be heard and, more importantly, the 
issues emerging need to be addressed 
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