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District Attomey Bill Keating and Dr. Barbara Green of South Shore Hospital continue a conversatlon on suicide
preventlon after the March meeting of the Norfolk AntCrime Council, Suicide comes to AntiCrime Council

Helping people at risk for suicide

Usually, spending rwo hours
talking about suicide is a bad sign
—but not in this case, “It is so im-
portant that groups like this ger
together un this subjeet,” Kim
Kates from the Samaritans told
the March meeting of DUA. Bill
Keating’s Nortolk Anti-Crime
Council. Keating invited Kates,
[Dr. Barbara Crreen, whe foundecd
South Shore Hospitl's Partner-
ship for School Fealth, and Ellen
Connervon from the Deparoment
of Public Health o the quarterly
meeiing of the Council 1o ralk
abiout the problem of swicide and
interdisciplinary solutions,

The message they delivered
wits startling, cven 1o the experi-
enced law enforcement, social
service and education officials
who constitute the Council:
More Bay Seare residems commit
suicide cach year than die in an-
tomobiles; each vear, some
24,000 high school students in
the state attempe suicide. In the
27 months since he hecame Dis-
trice Artormey, Keating said, his
eftice has responded o a lease 79
suicides in Norfolk County. And
there are, statisticelly, 15 suicide
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artempts for each completion,
The Council combines a scare
of leaders from an array of disel-
plines — from Weymouth School
Supermntendent Robert West and
Wellesley Deputy Police Chief
William Brooks to Quincy Inter-
faith Assoc, President Sheldon
Rennett and Quiney Medical
Center vinergency room chief
Octavio Digz, MD — w look
crime and social problems from
as many angles as possible, Dr.

Green, whose parinership has
reached into three-dozen schools
trom Aven to Braintree to Can-
ton, Holbeook, Milwon, Quincy,
Randaolph and Stoughron, de-
seribed how her organization’s
program works to reach teens —a
group that is both vulnerable and
aceessible, In additon o training
educators on warning signs, and
what t0 do when they spot them,
the parmership also reaches teens
through other teens, “It hus been
a wonderfully suecessful program
because it is in their own voices,”
Green said. Keating said he plans
to work with Dr. GGreen o bring
the program to more Norfolk
County schoals. *Those of us
charged with public health and
public safeey have to do more,”
Keaung said. “And we have to do
it together.”




Suicide prevention must be
large part of public safety

We see them second. A family
member or frend usually sees
them first,

Hanging. Collapsed next to the
bathtub. Sometimes dead for days.

The commonwealth's district at-
torneys are charged with investi-
gating all vnattended, unexplained
deaths. In the 35 months since 1
became district attorney in Nor-
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folk County — which represents
roughly one-tenth of the state’s
population — that has meant in-
vestigating seven new murders.

It has meant investigating more
than 90 suicides, not including am-
biguous cases such as fatal drug
overdoses where no note was left.

It would be difficult to overstate
the frusiration of arriving, time
and again, when it is too late.

That is why I invited physicians,
a representative from the Samari-
tans and a public health worker
specializing in self-inflicted injury
to a meeting of the Norfolk Anti-
Crime Council earlier this year.
What they told us made even the
seasoned public safety, soecial ser-
vice and business professionals
who make up the council take no-
tice.

Bay State residents die at their
owtl hands as frequently as they
diz in automeobiles. There are
roughly 25 attempts for cach sui-
cide and about 100 attempts for
each youth suicide.

Suicidal behavior s strongly
linked to depression, substance
abuse, sexual assault and domestic
violence,

We must improve accessibility
to mental-health services. This in-
cludes developing an easier way
for nts to find age-appropriate
professionals as well as more alco-
hol-treatment  facilities and psy-
chiatric beds for adolescents. Pub-
lic education on warning signs and
risk factors and training programs
for school guidance counselors are
also needed.

Local communities have to do
their part. That is why I have
moved 10 make my office and our
Anti-Crime Council part of the
growing network of medical, edo-
cation and public-health profes-
sionals working to stem this sad
waste of human life.

There are already several well-
established programs. Dr. Barbara
Green and colleagues at the South
Shore Hospital have a program
that helps high school and middle
school students explode the si-
lence surrounding suicidal think-
ing and the isolation and abuse
that often underkes it. One key les-
son is  teaching students  that
friendship sometimes means shar-
ing the secret that a friend is con-
sidering suicide.

Another program, the Signs of
Suicide high school suicide pre-
vention program based in Wel-
lesley, has an excellent video on
what students should do if they
see signs of suicide in a friend.

And the Suicide Prevention
Task Force formed by the Anti-
Crime Council this spring has de-
veloped a brochure and a re-
source guide for distribution to
schools and adults who work
with children.

Meayly <6 peroent fof suicides

involve a firearm. Parents who
keep puns need to recognize that
it is just as important to lock and
secure them with a tecn in the
house as it is with an inguisitive
toddler — whether your teen is
on the dean's list or struggling
socially or academically.

There was a time when fami-
lies did net talk abour domestic
violence, child abuse or mental
iliness.

That iz chanping. Police and
district attorneys in Massachu-
setts and other states make our
reputations on the apgressive
way we support victims of do-
mestic violence, and physically
and sexually abused children and
other victims,

Domestic violence and alcoho-
lism are sometimes described as
“elephants in the middle of the
living room”™ that no one can
miss, but evervone pretends are
not there.

Suicide is an elephant in Anler-
ica's living room. We need to sce
it, understand it and act.
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