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SUICIDE PREVENTION 

Statement 
HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [10.06 pm]: Over the past few weeks in America several young 
men aged between 13 and 18 years have committed suicide. Their deaths, in particular the death of Tyler 
Clementi, have had enormous coverage in the US media. What these young men had in common was that they 
were gay and had a history of being bullied at school or university. Their deaths have led to significant soul 
searching in the US.  

Tyler Clementi’s case in particular highlighted a new form of persecution that the internet can enable. For those 
who do not know, Tyler Clementi was an 18 year-old college student at Rutgers University in New Jersey who 
committed suicide by jumping off the George Washington Bridge shortly after a video of him and another male 
student kissing in the privacy of his room was posted on the internet. The video was allegedly taken by his room 
mate who, along with another student, has now been charged with a number of offences. I am raising this 
because during Mental Health Week the issue of young, gay, lesbian, homosexual and transgender teenagers and 
young adults was raised with me by a parent, and in particular their mental health. This parent alerted me to the 
picture that is emerging from the research done by organisations such as beyondblue, Suicide Prevention 
Australia and the Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society at La Trobe University. What this 
research shows is that the rate of mental ill-health assessed by measures such as the level of depression, anxiety, 
self-harm and suicide are dramatically high in this group. In fact, attempted suicide is six times higher than their 
heterosexual peers, and the evidence suggests it is not their sexual orientation but experiences of bullying and 
rejection and discrimination that contributes to their poor mental health and places them at greater risk. 
Unfortunately, it seems that it is at school that much of the abuse occurs, and so also accounts for the lower 
retention rates at school for these young people. Research indicates that support from family, friends, peers and 
the community is a fairly robust protective factor against depressive symptoms in all people. The group of young 
people—in fact children in some cases, being under 18—that I am talking about report a lower sense of 
belonging and this contributes significantly to higher rates of depression.  

No doubt adolescence is a difficult time for many people. It has been put to me by this parent that schools should 
be looking at playing a greater role to ensure that this particular group, along with others, are accepted and 
integrated to ensure that they finish their schooling and to minimise the impact on their mental health. We 
already have laws, particularly the Equal Opportunity Act, to protect people from being discriminated against for 
being different, and policy should be considered to give meaningful expression to protect this group of young 
people because they are at risk for being different. I am told that approximately 10 per cent of people identify as 
gay, lesbian, homosexual, bisexual, or transgender. This is a significant proportion of the population. As I have 
said, the research by organisations such as beyondblue shows that the high rate of mental health problems is not 
a function of sexual orientation, but a consequence of bullying, abuse and discrimination. This is a burden of 
poor mental health that, at least in part, may be prevented, and I think that there is a need for us to ensure that all 
students at school feel valued and supported, regardless of their sexual orientation. 

In my remaining time I would like to refer to some recent comments made by Hon Helen Morton on issues I 
have raised about the Bentley adolescent unit. On 23 September 2010, Hon Helen Morton stated — 

I would like to make a few comments about some of the issues that were raised by Hon Linda Savage. 
Firstly, the minister’s mental health policy adviser and the drug and alcohol adviser visited the facility 
in May this year. The concerns that they brought to the attention of the minister represent those that are 
shared by Hon Linda Savage, and others, and formed the basis for initial discussions between the 
Minister for Mental Health and the then acting Mental Health Commissioner. These discussions have 
continued with the recently appointed Mental Health Commissioner, Mr Eddie Bartnik. 

I would like to thank Hon Helen Morton and I am glad that, as she has said, the concerns raised by me, including 
the concerns about the safety of staff at the Bentley adolescent unit, have also been drawn to the attention of the 
Minister for Mental Health by others; I take it, then, that these issues have been dealt with and that there is now 
no basis for concern about the safety of staff, or anyone else for that matter, at the Bentley adolescent unit. 

House adjourned at 10.12 pm 
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