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Reporting Suicide of Indigenous Persons 
A Guide for Journalists

1.  Acknowledgements
The following resource paper is based on information obtained from:

· www.mindframe-media.info (published by the Commonwealth Department of Health and Aging);
· the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s (ABC) Cultural Protocol for coverage of Indigenous news; and
· the Commercial Television’s Code of Practice.
2.  Issues to consider when reporting suicide of an Indigenous person
Why should I run the story?

Consider whether the story needs to be run at all. A succession of stories can normalise suicidal behaviour.  This may lead to ‘copy-cat’ incidents.
The Commercial Television Code of Practice, dealing with reporting suicides generally,  provides in part that broadcasters ‘should broadcast reports of suicide or attempted suicide only where there is an identifiable public interest reason to do so, and should exclude any detailed description of the method used. The report must be straightforward and must not include graphic details or images, or glamourise suicide in any way’ (clause 4.3.9).

Consultation with the Community
The ABC’s Cultural Protocol provides in part that: ‘Each Indigenous) community deals with the death of an individual differently and therefore you must contact someone from the community or local media group and get written permission to use the name, 
image, voice or video of that person. In some cases some (references to) people will need to be removed from archived films, radio pieces and websites. Culturally it is difficult for some family members to mention the deceased person by name. It is best to contact council, media groups etc. to make the liaison with a family member, rather than go to (the family) directly while they a grieving. Some family members in the past have been harassed for interviews while they are in their most important grieving times.

It is worth mentioning, that in some communities, in both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, the entire community will shut down for 'sorry business'.  This will be irrespective of whether you are due to visit. Even if you have gained permission to film, you may find that no one is available on arrival. It is advisable to contact communities prior to your arrival and check before leaving to make sure that the community are able to conduct formal business until the 'sorry business' is over with.’
Time of Mourning and Naming the Deceased
The ABC’s Cultural Protocol continues: ‘Many communities have a mourning period where (the deceased) person's name and image cannot be used. The time of mourning is different between communities. It can be for a week, a year or for an indefinite period of time that you will not be able to use the deceased's name, image, voice or video. Some communities offer a mourning name e.g. Kumantjayi in parts of the Northern Territory as in the case of Dr Charles Perkins who was called Kumantjayi Perkins.’

Some communities are happy for you to use the deceased’s family name such as ‘Mr Perkins’ or ‘Dr Perkins’.  You should always check with the family liaison or the community.
Interviewing the bereaved
The bereaved are often at risk of suicide themselves. Be sensitive to those who knew the person and allow community members time to grieve before participating in a story.
Suicide by a prominent figure
A story about the suicide of a prominent person can glamorise or prompt imitation suicide. Potential harm resulting from any reportage should be minimised wherever possible.
Language
Check the language you intend to use does not glamorise or sensationalise suicide - eg consider using ‘non-fatal’ rather than ‘unsuccessful’; or ‘cluster of deaths’ rather than ‘suicide epidemic’ and limit the use of the term ‘suicide’.
Don’t be explicit about method
Most members of the media follow a code that the method and location of suicide is not described, displayed or photographed. If it is important to the story, discuss the method and location in general terms only.
Positioning the story

Some evidence suggests a link between prominent placement of suicide stories and copycat suicide. You should consider positioning the story on the inside pages of a paper, or further down in the order of reports in TV and radio news.

Place the story in context

Many people who die by suicide have a mental disorder, a drug-related illness or other risk factors. Reporting the underlying causes of suicide can help to increase understanding in the community. The story may be improved by canvassing both expert comment and the opinions of the local Indigenous community.

Include contacts for support services

Include phone numbers and contact details for medical and support services. This provides immediate support to those who may have been distressed by your story.
3.  Background Statistics (taken from www.mindframe-media.info)
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander statistics
Suicide used to be rare in traditional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities but has become more common in recent years.

Combined data for five states and territories indicated that suicide accounted for 4.3% of deaths for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people compared to 1.5% of deaths for other Australians in those states.
Rates are significantly higher for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men (2.8 times) and women (1.9 times) than for their counterparts in the general population.

In the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population suicide is concentrated in the younger adult years for men and women.

People in any form of custody have a suicide rate three times higher than the general population. From 1990 to 1995 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were 16.5 times more likely to die in custody than other Australians.
Australian population statistics
In 2006, 1398 males (13.8 per 100,000) and 401 females (3.8 per 100,000) died by suicide in Australia, a total of 1799 deaths (8.6 per 100,000).

Excluding the group over 85 years, the highest age-specific suicide rate for males in 2006 was in the 35-54 year age group (20.2 per 100 000) with the lowest in the 15-19 years age group (8.8 per 100 000).

Suicide rates are approximately four times as high for men as they are for women. The rate of suicide for males peaked in1998 at 27 per 100,000 but has declined to 13.8 in 2006. Female rates peaked at 11.1 per 100,000 in 1967, but declined to 3.8 per 100,000 in 2006.
Many more people attempt than die by suicide.  Mental illness is a major risk factor for suicide. Up to 90% of people who suicide may have been experiencing a mental disorder.
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