Outcomes
Suicide prevention partnerships and strategies

Coordination of effort

Across SWPCP catchment (Warrnambool, Moyne and Corangamite municipalities) two farmers have suicided between
2016-19.
Government has now funded a Great South Coast Suicide
Prevention Trial, bringing an additional $250,000 per year to
focus on suicide prevention in the South West.

SWPCP worked tirelessly with a diverse range of
cross-sector agencies to monitor and maintain the effectiveness and efficiency of the Farmer Health Network
(FHN). Through effective leadership, partnership brokerage and robust communication, SWPCP created a feeling
of collectivism, ensuring the group worked together to
achieve the best possible outcome for South West farmers’ heath and wellbeing while building a strong working
relationship between agencies which had not previously
worked together.

The Farmer Mental Health Outreach Support Program
• A consultation with SW farmers in 2019 recounted many
stories of farmers planning to suicide but saved by the FHN
partners and their unique integrated model of care, breaking
down the stigma and shame associated with mental health to enable
better service access.
• Over 600 farming families
received outreach mental health
counselling between 2016 -19, averaging 12- 16 farm visits and 150
phone calls and texts a week –
often the preferred contact method
for farmers.
• Over 500 farming families
received emergency material aid
(food, water, repairs, fuel)
• Over 300 farming families received rural financial counselling
support
• Over 66 social events (Vantastic,
field days, ladies lunches, pamper days, Christmas events, were
provided after the St Patrick’s Day
fires
• $600,000 of funding was successfully applied for over three
years by SWPCP to support
outreach counselling and the FHN
partnership.
• SWPCP partnership with the
agriculture industry increased
partners by over 40%, boosting
collaborative effort across sectors
• Partners now have an in-depth
understanding of the dairy industry and the associated benefits of
partnering to improve the mental health of farmers across SW
Victoria.
RIGHT: rich picture
of farmers’ needs.
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Reaching out

Improving farmer mental health in Victoria’s South West

Taking a new approach to mental health

To tackle the high rate of suicide among the South West farming community the South West Primary Care
Partnership investigated new ways to reach out to those in need. This involved expanding the number of
member agencies and building partner community capacity.

A collaborative approach
South West Primary Care Partnership (SWPCP) is a
voluntary alliance of health and community service
agencies which, together with the agricultural industry
has strengthened collaboration, increased awareness,
and integrated services to support farmers facing extreme
hardship.
Alarming trends signposted the need
In 2016, SWPCP provided health and wellbeing data and
policy trends for municipal public health and wellbeing
planning. The data showed alarming downward trends in
mental health, and increasing disadvantage and suicide
rates.
Economic and Environmental Challenges
The South West dairy industry has endured prolonged
hardship. A 2019 survey of dairy farmers showed
confidence in the future of the industry at its lowest point
since the first survey in 2004.
Market and seasonal volatility over the past decade led
to severe industry downturns in 2012-13 and 2016-17.
The collapse of Murray Goulburn, Australia’s largest milk

processor had a profound psychological effect on dairy
farmers, some of who had supplied the cooperative for
generations.
The St Patrick’s Day fires in 2018 and dry seasonal conditions
caused an increase in production costs and no chance to
recover. Debt levels rose, cash flows were restricted and over
300 agricultural clients required financial counselling.
Industry consultation defined Leverage Points
The suicide rate in the South West doubled between 2009
and 2014. People working on farms and skilled trades
accounted for 65% of suicides. Of these deaths 84% were
men aged between 35 and 63 years.
SWPCP partnered with the Helen McPherson Smith
trust to engage farming and industry leaders to identify
distress factors. These factors included financial debt; farm
management stress with no funds to fix equipment, buy fuel
and water; managing grief and loss of animals, letting go
long-term staff and fear of losing the farm. It also included
physical health issues relating to exhaustion and injuries and
cutting back on basic necessities; food, dental care, and
shoes, as well as relationship breakdown and violence due to
long work hours (18 hours a day) leaving no time to connect
socially (refer to rich picture on page 4).
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Building local community capacity to take action

Mental Health Outreach
The Farmer Mental Health Outreach Support Program
The Farmer Mental Health Outreach Support program
created in 2016 included on-farm outreach counselling,
to manage distress, community engagement to build
relationships and referral of high-risk individuals to specialist
services.
The outreach counsellors are supported by a Farmer Health
Network (FHN) coordinated by SWPCP and includes health
and community services and agricultural industry leaders
and businesses. These agencies worked together to
integrate effort by:
• Expanding the reach and access to services (referral to
health & community services) and material aid (hay, water,
repairs, food).
• Addressing barriers identified by outreach counsellors e.g.
children not accessing school camps, Centrelink payments
etc.
• Providing food drop off points in rural neighbourhood
houses and coordinating social activities that link back to
service recognition.
• Sharing social events and increasing community
awareness via each other’s relationships and
communication platforms.
• Providing mobile connection points called Vantastic,
where farmers were enabled to connect socially and
create a peer support network in a non-clinical setting and
share their lived experience and normalize key stressors.
In addition, outreach counselors and shire emergency
management staff triaged high risk farmers to receive
support to reduce suicide risk and provide mental health
services and or referral to address other situational stressors
e.g. finance, and relationships issues.

SWPCP - the partners

• Sharing skills and knowledge between the agricultural
and health sectors to create better care and support for
farmers. Both sectors are complex and required upskilling
of staff before they could identify mutual benefits and
address issues and barriers.
• Integrating training e.g. Agriculture Victoria coordinated
occasional counselling training where Southwest
Healthcare and SWPCP provided funding to train 120;
stock agents, vets, milk and feed suppliers, agronomists
and dairy field officers to identify, respond and refer
farmers to counselling and other health services. SWPCP
also provided a situational distress service listing with
participant’s feeding back, “Knowing where to refer
people at risk increased their confidence to open up the
conversation with farmers.”
• Coordinating responses and support post fires enhanced
efficiency and access to farming families. More than 145
affected farming families were provided with help in the
first two weeks. Support in the first instance; related to
providing material aid, and a listening ear, recognising most
farmers were focused on addressing immediate concerns
of livestock, property losses and peat fire carbon monoxide
exposure. The fast response occurred because of the
coordination and support of the FHN partners.
• Providing 24-hour emergency refuge and relief for fire
affected families and triaging those affected by the fires and
carbon monoxide.
Suicide prevention partnerships and strategies

The objectives were to:

A SW suicide prevention multi-agency partnership called
Fight For Your Life (FFYL) was established and aimed to
halve the rates of suicide by 2023. SWPCP provided;
backbone governance support, advocacy for funding,
funding for interventions, community forums to define
action and partnership brokerage to integrate and align
effort.

a. Provide immediate and long-term support for those that
attempted suicide
• Lifeline SW established a Call Back Response service funded
by philanthropic trusts advocated for by Lifeline SW and
SWPCP.
• A pathway of care and service response was developed and
implemented by FFYL. When a suicide occurred, partners were
notified by police and came together and shared the load to
engage; families, work colleagues, schools, sporting clubs and
any group that had a significant contact with the person who
had suicided. These were all unfunded services developed
through partnership in response to community need back in
2016.

Health services

Agricultural sector

Government agencies

Community

Cobden Health Service

Dairy Australia

Agricultural Victoria

Rural Financial Counselling

Colac Area Health

National Centre for Farmer
Health

Centrelink

Lifeline South West

Heyward Rural Health

Milk Factories

Corangamite Shire Council

Brophy Child & Family Services

Moyne Health Services

Stock Feed Companies

DEET Western Region

Brophy Headspace South West

South West Healthcare

Victorian Farmers Federation

DHHS, Dept. of Justice

Food Share

Timboon & District Health
Service

West Vic Dairy

Moyne Shire Council

Aussie Helpers

Victoria Police, Ambulance Vic

Simpson & Camperdown
Neighbourhood House

Warrnambool City Council

Lyndoch Living

Black Dog Institute

Strategies based on evidence

Deakin and Melbourne
universities
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b. Increase knowledge and awareness of where to go for help
and support for those at risk of suicide.
• SWPCP funded and coordinated two community forums with
FFYL partners to develop a catchment strategic plan of action.
• Training called Mind Your Mates was developed so
community could recognize, respond & refer people at risk.
Mind Your Mates is a one-hour introduction course, aimed at
increasing community appetite for more in-depth training such
as the 3-hour Safe Talk program and the two-day Applied
Suicide Intervention Skills. (ASIST).
• Deakin Rural Health delivered hundreds of ASIST courses

reaching over a 1000 sporting club members and business
leaders across SW Victoria. Deakin’s School of Medicine
researched community attitudes to suicide, which highlighted
community misconceptions of suicide, which creates a culture
of stigma, shame and fear in talking about suicide.
• Lifeline Australia and Melbourne University engaged the
Victorian Coroners Court to provide a review of SW suicides.
The review-identified suicides were more prevalent in men
35-63 years, who worked on farms, and had financial and
relationship breakdowns.
• Headspace worked with schools to implement training and
pathways of care for teachers via a strategy called STORM.
c. Connect people bereaved by suicide with others with lived
experience
• A Warrnambool postvention action plan was developed by
FFYL partners and facilitated by Standby Response.
• Lifeline SW created lived experience groups in Warrnambool
and Portland in partnership with Wesley Life Force
• Lifeline SW coordinates an annual Walking out of the Shadows
event in Warrnambool for survivors and those bereaved by
suicide.
• Engaging people with lived experience required trusted local
relationships. This led FFYL members to recognize they needed
other strategies to engage high risk target groups e.g. Men on
farms leading to the Farmer Health Network establishment.
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