Call-in show
raises issues

about suicide
What should be

included by media?
by GeollT Kennedy
for the Tundra Times

BETHEL — On a recent rural call-
in radio program, representalives of
social service agenties showed more
consensus on how 1o report sutcides
than did representatives of the news
media.

The media should avoud " plamoriz-
ing'" suicides, said David Baum of the
Muniilag Association, the Kotzebue-
based regional non-profit corporation.

“"Whit message are we giving to
other people, particularly the youth
who may be suicidal out there”" he
nsked.

Baum expressed concern aboul
basketball tournaments and rces
named after persons who have com-
mitted suicide,
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“*Even it’s no one's intent,
il does glamorize suicide, and then the
media cover this event,"' he said,
“Even though the person who has
committed suicide won't be wround to
witness it, il's very flattering 1o be
homored in such a way, and one can’t
help but wonder how niuch that could
entice other people in following the
same path, "

Bethel Police Sgt. John Abrant had
similar concerns.

A far as T am concerned, publiciz-
g these things can resull from a fulse
perceived romanticism, ™ Abrant said.
It s my very strong beliel thit the
tore anonymons that incident 1= on the
rudio, TV, newspaper, whatever, the
better.””

Jim Wood of the North Slope
Horough Department of Public Su;lr
iy was alsa concerped with so-called
Ccopycnt’ suicides: In is e
perience, the act of reporting suicides
temls 0 encounsge other peoons o do
the sume, Wood said.

Pantel Bill of the Bethel-based
Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Corp,
agreed with Bawm and Wod, He and
the health corporuation board suggest
radio andd 1elevision stations wentify
the wvillage where the suwicide hap-
pened, but report the event only once
mwid avold  wlentilying  the  suicide
vichim

When seporting suwcides, s very
dgariand W consadern the Gamily . Ball
sl

Iy ure goang thiough o ot ol
stress, and thew wishes showkd be
knivwn, "~ Bl sand

il wis echimg Bawn's senb
menty

There s o remendous amount of
peren and angush that a tamily member
goes throwgh ulter o sncide, and olten
by primting the name dnd the Fact that
1 wins o swicide only adds to the Tami
by s angmsh,” Bawm sad.

Woisd also opposed relermng 1o i
selt-inflicted death as o suicide, A
pois] number of alleged suicidey are
avcidentul deaths, Wood s

Phe muanager of Nome radio station
KNOM, Tom Busch, agreed. KNOM
employs o pobicy of not using the word
wncide to descnbe apparently self-
infhicted denths, Busch said. In tact,
Lo a lomg time, KNUM did not even
report apparently self-inflicted desths
Husch sand.

“We were alrand of the "copy-cm’
synidrome, and we do understand the
tremendous anguish the fumilies of the
victims suffer, but after several years,
after secing so many people apparently
killing themselves, as a group, we

came to the sense that it was our
obligation to these things,"'
Busch suid. **"We felt we were derelict
lo pass over these events. Every single
one of these events is significant and
extremely seriouy, '’

KNOM does not repost such events
us frequently as other events, but it
does name the victim, Busch said.

“That was an agonizing decision w
one point, but one of our functions and
one of our pmportant obligations (o our
listeners is to disseminate correct in-
formution, " be said. **1 think one of
the functions of a news agency
anywhere, und especially here, is to
ry o dispel rumors. ™

The news director of Bethel mdio
and  television sustion KYUK also
believes she has the obligation 1o
report such evemts o listeners and
VIEWES,

“We need o give imformation so
they can make good decisions aboul
what's going on in the community, "
siid Rhonds MeBride.

Audiences also need 1o know
whether o sudden death was s murder
o b osuicide, MeBride said.

“There's n public safety issue 1n-

volved. It could 10 be asuicide.
It muight not be, und & lot of tmes when
people hear abowt a death, they
wonder about why it happened and
fear that there might be some safety
problem for themselves. "’

KYUK will not release the nume of
the victim unless the person is a public
figure.

The Kotzebue rinditr station takes o
similur o h, said KOTZ news
director k Anderson.
ﬂ;nﬁerum is % ::-l-::ieﬂmd about

“eopy-cat’ ;

“It's a tough question and usually
the public's nght 1o know prevails, "’
Anderson smid. But reporting an
public safety issue risks a *'copy-cat”’
response, he argued.

Last month the rudio station con-
sidered whether reporting vandalism
ut Chukchi College would encou
similar vandalism, but  eventually
decided to run the story and invited
people 1o report information abowt the
event 1o the police, Anderson said.

The Arctic Sounder prints all the
uvailable information aboul apparent
suicides, said Stacey Lee, who edits
the Kotzebue newspaper.

Lee does not believe reporting

sujcides encourages people to do the
L.
"1 don’t believe there's & stutistical
basis for that,"" she said. *“[f anything,
this argument to me is meant Lo cen-
sor the media, '

The news director at McGmith mdio
smitmﬁligﬂ. Mike Lane takes o
very approach.

*1 don’t cover oo many of them,
and I don’t cover them as suicides, "’
he sud. *'Cenain criteria have to be
met before you cover it: Does it af-
lect the public? Did it happen in a

public place?
“"There are myriad problems that
would lead an o go through

the act of suicide. The
suicide in my mind,
"1 would report on the fact thut
there are problems with slcohol, pro-
blems with unemployment, problems
with domestic violence,”" he said,
"“Suicide is what 1 see to be a symp-
tom df those problems. So, reponting
that someane il.'mnnﬁtmd suicide is
not in any way enlightening people o
the fact that lh:;-lﬂw problems in

lem isn't

tﬁi community,”" he said.




