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Seven years ago following a cluster of suicides within the Lenadoon area in Belfast, individuals and families concerned about friends, neighbours and family members contacted the Lenadoon Community Forum seeking professional help.  At the time the level of service provision locally was nonexistent.  Over the next twelve months through the goodwill of a number of qualified counsellors the Forum operated an ad-hoc counselling service for emergency situations. What became apparent was that the level of need was such that a holistic, professional and structured approach was needed to cope with the demand for services.

In 1999 the Lenadoon Community Counselling Project was established to provide counselling to individuals who were self harming or who were experiencing difficult issues in their lives such as depression, sexual / physical abuse, relationship difficulties, trauma induced stress or bereavement.  This Project has continued over the past seven years to provide professional support to hundreds of individuals and families in a community setting, as opposed to a surgery or hospital.  The location of the service in a community setting is important in that those receiving counselling are encouraged to avail of other services in the Complex such as Childcare, Family Support, Personal Development, Parenting, Education and Training.  G.P.s and health professionals across West Belfast make referrals to the Project every week and families who have been bereaved as a result of suicide have been supported also.  Families and individuals are offered a holistic package of support.  A significant aspect of the project is the high percentage of young males who regularly attend the service – traditionally a hard group to reach.  

In 2004, an Evaluation of the Project was carried out by Quaesitum.  The evaluation spoke of the Project as being “a model of good practice” and “offering value for money” G.P.s had told the consultants that they now referred clients to Lenadoon Counselling Project as an alternative to prescribing medication.  Yet despite the positive evaluation, under funding and under resourcing are still major issues.  They are issues that affect not only Lenadoon Counselling Project but similar effective Projects across North and West Belfast.  At a time when these communities are experiencing an increase in the levels of suicide and self harm, vital community projects are still being inadequately funded.
During the period February to June 2005 over twenty-five people mainly young males took their own lives in North and West Belfast.  Within the Lenadoon area three local people took their own lives in the space of a fortnight and it was following the funeral of a local woman that feelings of sadness and desperation turned into anger at the Government’s indifference to the suicide crisis in disadvantaged communities.
Families of those bereaved through suicide and local community activists organised a series of protest actions which were aimed at highlighting the suicide crisis and the under investment by statutory bodies in mental health services.  During this period Lenadoon Counselling Project lost the services of three part-time counsellors (who were each seeing fifteen clients a week) when their funding ended.  The protest campaign gained a lot of publicity and momentum and indeed the Health Minister Shaun Woodward was pressurised into meeting the campaigners.

As a result of the relentless lobbying by the bereaved families the Minister agreed this summer to extend the remit of the Regional Suicide Task Force that he set up.  The Task Force which is chaired by Colm Donaghy, Chief Executive of the Southern Health and Social Services Board, has now been given the brief of developing a regional stategy for the prevention of suicide, which will include a costed regional action plan.  

As part of the consultation process towards developing the suicide strategy the Task Force has held a number of meetings with families bereaved through suicide and community activists from North and West Belfast and the Shankill.  The key objectives in any new strategy for the families are:
· Promotion of all available support services for those in need of help.

· Development of a 24/7 Crisis Response Team for North and West Belfast.

· Tracking and long term support for those who have attempted suicide and self harm.

· Adequate funding and resources for existing and emerging community based projects.

· Suicide awareness training for frontline medical and teaching staff.

· Promoting good mental health and suicide awareness sessions in schools.

· Support for bereaved families in the aftermath of a suicide.

The issue of suicide is one that has affected not only North and West Belfast but   families, individuals and communities across Ireland.  One person in Ireland attempts suicide every forty-five minutes.  The devastation that is left behind when a loved one takes their own life is immeasurable.  Suicide causes a ripple effect among families, friends and neighbours.

The proposed suicide strategy for the North of Ireland needs to take a long term co-ordinated and integrated approach.  Effective interventions and projects that have demonstrated they are capable of meeting the need must be adequately resourced.  Information on available services (especially late at night and at week-ends) should be accessible for everyone in the community especially the vulnerable.
Local communities and those bereaved through suicide want to work in partnership with Government in designing a Suicide Prevention Strategy that can have a real impact on those who are contemplating taking their own lives.
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