Guest column:

‘We must fight suicide at _commpnity level’

by Sen. Willie Hensley
for the Twmdrn Tomes

[he Alaska Davision of Public
Health issued a report on suicide
curlwr this year that caught the atten
s of many Adlaskans with its findings
thit Alaskans were Killing themselves
at iwice the natonal rote and thie
voung Alaska Native men were com
mwthing sucide at an alacmang 22 times
the oatwnal e

Ulsing data from 983 and 1984, the
division Tound tha the rate of suicide
i Adpska was 21 for each 100,060
wople. Alaska Moatives had an even
vgher rate of swonde, 43 Tor cach
| UKD EENY people

Ammong Alaskn Natives, the suicide
rale for rural residents was wice s
high as that for urban residents. The
highest rate — 257 Tor each 100,000
population — belonged to Native men
hetween the ages of 20 and 24

Nationally, it also has been nited
that males i the 20¢ w 24-year-old nge
group have the highest rate of suicide,
and thiat rate 15 growing, Suicide has
become the second leading cause ol
death among 15- 10 24-year-olds.

Suwe the begimning of the legislative
nession,  rural residents have been
vincing their concern about the high
incidence of suickde in their villages
and have asked for belp with sucide
preventaon.

In response 1o this concern, [
trosluced a Semate resolution callimg Tor
the formation of & Senate Specil
Committer on Suicide Prevention

It is mot my intention that this com
mittee merely study the jssue. There
have been numerous studies already
But, rather, b s my intention o
facilitate  discussion  among  con:

munties on how each affecied com-
munity and region might approach
suicide prevention,

There are several reasons that lead
e 1o believe that we need 1o approach
suicide as o commumity mather than
dividual probtem. First, it has been
olserved thit suicides tend o clusics
In some villuges, there have been
severnl suicides; in others. there have
heen none

Second, sucide by been shown o
be u sociological phenomenon in th
it s highly correlnted with intense
sl u.'i:lllgq:

Third, i the Natwve community
sticide appeiars 10 have a relationship
to the imireluction ol the non-Nalive
cubture into our communities and the
loss of our tradional  values and
relationships

Young people educated in the non
Nutive school systenm may develop ex-
pectutions that cannot be fulfilled in
the village

AL the same time, the roles rad)
honally accorded 1o young people in
the subsistence culture are disappear
ing. Many young sdults are left to hive
their lives with neither an establ pheyd
dentity nor purpose

There also appears to be a need 1o
approvich MIIIIILEC in the context of
alcohol and drug abuse. It s well
ki thiat aleobol s n depressant amd
that depression s related to suicide

The report by the Division of Health
noted the high incidence of alcohol and
drugs Tound in the Blood of those who
committed swcide, In fact, alcohol
wis found in 76 percent of the Alaska
MNatives who killed themsclves.

It ulso should be noted that i the
recemt cuse of the four Bergenheld
teenngers in the Lower 48 who killed

S —_ -

themselves in a garage, two hoad a
history of alcohol abuse, and all fous
were found 1o have  substantiul
wmounts of either drugs or sleehol in
their blomd

While we may be able 1o provide
some help by making regional suicide
crisis hothines and more counseling
available to rurnl restdents, 1 hope that
we can draw on the positive example
ol the successful community-based
programs in Canada

Many of you are familiar with the

example of the Alkali Lake Indions,
who pulled themselves together as a
community (o reverse a cyele of
aloohol  sbuse thot  thréatened 1o
destroy them.

I believe the underlying principles
of these programs — emphasizing the
relation of the individual to the larger
community and the life-preserving asml
life-enhancing values of traditional
culture — can be the foundation for
community efforis at  suicide
prevention,




