
 

TEEN SUICIDE 

 

 

The word suicide is a frightening word. But the term teen suicide is even more 
horrific, with the mental picture of a young person terminating his/her own life.   

As a result of having an unusual rash of teen suicides (many more than the average) 
in the Bay Area, a Federal investigation is now underway, conducting interviews 
with school personnel, faculty, family members and, of course, students and peers. 
Their sole goal is to gain knowledge to eliminate these tragedies from reoccurring 
and trying to find long-term solutions. 

When a young person dies by suicide, both the immediate survivors and many 
others are deeply affected. In fact, exposure to suicide can itself be a suicide risk to 
other young people.  “Cluster” suicides may actually have been the main factor in 
these recent youth suicides. If someone is contemplating ending their life and hear 
of another young person taking his/her life, it can exacerbate an already despairing 
mood.  

“Pact” suicide is another ominous, but secretive deliberation, whereas several teens 
(usually girls) carefully plan and execute their own suicides. Somehow, they view it 
as glamorous and prepare, carefully, in writing and in sharing their suicide notes. 
Recently, in the New York City area, four girls jumped off a building to their deaths 
holding hands while someone is the background was taking pictures. How tragic is 
this? 

It is critical, therefore, to find answers and ways to reach this populace and prevent 
these catastrophic occurrences. 

Caminar for Mental Health takes an holistic approach, recognizing the role of the 
environment, relationships and what peer pressure plays, as well as limited life 
experience, when helping a younger person grapple with the powerful emotions 
behind thoughts of suicide. They are totally committed to doing whatever it takes to 
save someone’s life. When one of their clients at Caminar cannot hold onto hope for 
themselves, the staff’s job is to hold on to hope for the client for as long as necessary 
and to never give up. 

The causes of teen suicides are complex and determined by multiple combinations 
of factors: bullying, poor self-image, individual coping skills, family and school social 
support, use and/or experimentation with substances, academic stress, undisclosed 
mental health conditions and excessive expectations from parents and self. 

Teens, too, are going through puberty and are in the process of pulling away from 
the parental structure in learning to be independent and finding out whom they 



THR PARADE OF WHITE UNMARKED VANS AND BUSES 

 

Inside those white vans and buses are many of the people who are 
causing our affordable housing options to cease. We are on a self-
imposed path of cultural destruction, leading to an area that is all rich 
and, more or less, predominantly all “successful” people. 

Big companies have brought in thousands of new employees from 
around the world, and paying them a hefty salary; with enough money 
to pay the inflated and excessive rent increases in the San Francisco Bay 
Area. These vans and buses, new to the landscape, are seen throughout 
the Bay Area picking up their employees and delivering them to their 
companies and then back again in the evening. Most landlords have 
seized the opportunity and have raised rents to triple the amounts (and 
more) of a few years ago, making this area the most expensive place to 
live in the United States.            

San Mateo County and the entire San Francisco Bay Area is under a 
drastic emergency housing situation with City Councils and County 
Government having set-up Housing Task Force committees. In the mean 
time many people are being evicted, with many having already been 
evicted in the last three years.  The landlord then puts in new carpeting, 
new window dressings and, perhaps, a dish washer, and jacks up the 
price to $2700 for a modest one-bedroom apartment, $2300 for a 500 
sq. ft. studio and $3500, plus, for a two bedroom unit and it just keeps 
going up and up. 

What happens to all the people we need to live and assist us: the 
teachers, the mailman, the gas station attendant, the barber and hair 
dresser, the shoe repair business, the dry cleaners, the grocery store 
clerks –what happens to them and to all our other service people? Many 
of them now are commuting over 100 miles to get to work. They have 
moved to outlining areas where the rents aren’t as steep, but need to 
spend over 2-3 hours commuting. They are no longer part of our 
community; now, it’s only a job and a paycheck.  We are pricing every 
working and middle-class person out of our area. We’re throwing out 
Grandma to convert a duplex into a mansion for a new tech family. 



Something like this should never happen. We must remain inclusive and 
continue to have diversity, both ethnically and socioeconomically. 

Those less fortunate, like the disabled community is being hit the 
hardest. Where do they go when their board and care home is sold and 
made into condos. Do they too have to commute 100 miles to see their 
doctors or have their supportive family members visit them? 

Public Housing (HUD) has also been greatly affected. Section 8 hasn’t 
been able to give out vouchers for housing assistance for the disabled 
and low-income people. And then when the landlords keep raising the 
rents of the people fortunate to already have a Section 8 apartment, 
what do they do when the Section 8‘s cap has been reached? Where do 
they go – onto the streets? 

So what are the answers? In researching some possibilities, here are a 
few suggestions: 

1. Zone for more housing in this area. 

2. Build more housing with a certain percentage becoming affordable 
units. 

3. Build up not out – encourage capital investment 

4. Reexamine bulk, parking, setback, and backyard requirements to     
encourage more density. 

5. Allow for smaller more affordable units to be built: “Affordable by 
Design”. 

6. Rezone underutilized industrial and commercial zoning to housing. 

7. Increase investment in public housing by renovating and preserving 
the units, and building more public housing in diverse areas. 

8. Continue a high, economically sustainable inclusionary requirement 
for affordable housing 

9. Allow for an increase in the legalization of in-law and secondary units 

10. Create incentives for replacing underutilized sites site throughout 
the Peninsula, including upzoning and a simplified permitting 
procedure. 



Fortunately, communities in the Bay Area are coming together and 
picketing city councils and other government entities asking for some 
kind of rent stabilization and to address the infrastructure in these cities 
to accommodate the increased traffic and congestion.  Many think it’s 
the responsibility of these large hi - tech companies to address this 
situation and provide the financial backing for more affordable housing 
and getting together with city planners to work on the increased 
congestion. 

This is a serious problem and one that will not go away soon. But having 
an awareness is the first step forward. 

 

_____________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



really are. Unfortunately, teens, also, are vulnerable to depression. That’s because 
hormones and sleep cycles, which both change dramatically during adolescence, can 
affect mood. The good news is that depression is treatable and most teens get better 
with the right help. 

Sexual issues, too, for teens can be a difficult time of uncertainty, confusion and fear, 
with their primary confidential conversations being only with their peers, who, for 
the most part, probably also have little knowledge.  At home, their main 
conversation from a parent is most likely: “How was school today?” “Oh fine,” says 
the teen, and off they go to their room to text or e-mail. 

Although technology has given us tremendous tools to learn, to connect, to inquire, 
it also has created obstacles in the way we socialize, especially with the younger 
generation. Seldom do we have face-to-face conversations anymore. Most young 
people are looking down at their phone or tablet – never having an eye-to-eye 
contact and not verbally sharing, or laughing, etc. Are we missing something 
valuable and healthy for our own well-being? 

The media, especially in the daily news, seems only to cover violent, scary and 
murderous stories, creating a “gloom and doom” atmosphere that can greatly 
intensify despairing feelings for a youth, or anyone, who is feeling on the edge. 

From one teenage suicide attempt survivor: “I was upper-middle-class — probably 
the wealthiest of my whole friends group — and went to private school and went to 
summer camps in the summer. I had everything tangible. We had a nice house. I had 
a boyfriend. Had lots of friends. And, I just didn’t care about any of it. I felt so alone. 
Now thanks to counseling and therapy I am doing much better. I know for a fact 
suicide is not the only answer left; there are other choices. IT DOES GET BETTER! 
Life gets better! For those out there who are thinking about suicide and that it is the 
only way out, I know you won’t believe me and that’s okay. Try to talk about how 
you’re feeling. Try someone you trust and if that person turns away, take a deep 
breath and tell someone else. Talk and tell until it does feel a little bit better. Help is 
out there. I know you can find it. You are a beautiful, unique, special creative person 
who deserves to be loved, cherished and respected.” 

We must create opportunities to really talk, to share, to confide, to trust. This is 
very needed and maybe it’s the basic root of these serious problems. 

Let’s continue, then, to explore, converse, and search for ways to reach our teens 
and prevent these senseless and devastating suicides. There are answers out there, 
let’s find them! 

 

                                                    ____________________________________ 

 



 

 



POLICE ENCOUNTERS WITH THE MENTALLY ILL 

 

A few weeks before the Holidays, 2015, Mario Woods, a young man and son of a 
highly regarded receptionist at Caminar For Mental Health was shot and killed by 
police officers in San Francisco. 

This story made national news and Mario‘s devastated mother, Gwendolyn Woods, 
told the media that Mario was battling mental health issues and “just needed some 
help.”  While Caminar lends its unyielding support to Gwen, another more recent 
and, again, a local tragedy has occured, in the police shooting of William David Raff 
in Palo Alto. He, too, was a person with a history of mental health challenges, 

 As a responsible society and community, we must address these issues and find out 
why these horrific events are happening, not just here, but all over the nation.  Our 
purpose is not to point fingers, but to come up with new ideas, expand an open 
dialogue and develop solutions to this mounting problem. 

The Washington Post released information on their study of 945 fatal, police 
shootings in 2015 alone, with 243 victims being people with a history of mental 
health disabilities.  Startlingly, 47 of them occurred just in California, and even more 
shockingly, 11 of these tragedies happened in the San Francisco Bay Area. The study 
also concluded that the majority of police officers involved in these shootings lacked 
the proper training to respond in situations when a mental health condition was 
present. 

The National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) has been in the forefront of Crisis 
Intervention Teams, (CIT), a form of training for police officers that equips them to 
handle potentially violent situations with a person who has a mental illness. The 
primary function of the CIT program is to de-escalate a situation and to prevent 
tragedy. And, since its inception, over 2,800 communities nation-wide have invested 
in the 40 hour program, but it’s still not enough. With 300 police officers trained in 
San Francisco and 900 in San Mateo County, this is only a very small fraction of the 
entire police force in both communities.  In Chicago, where the story of Quintonio 
LeGrier and Bette Jones recently made national news, due to fatal shootings, NAMI 
reported that only 1,800 of their officers are CIT trained, which constitutes only 
18% of their entire police force.  

Do we then have to rely on luck and hope a CIT officer is available to handle a crisis 
involving a person with a mental health challenge? CIT trainings, of course, are a 
step in the right direction, but the reality is that it is not a high priority in some 
police departments, whereas it should become a mandatory requirement for every 
officer. Remarkably, NAMI has reported that the CIT trained officers have seen an 
80% decrease in officer injuries when interacting with a mentally ill person. This 
certainly speaks for itself and, along with the CIT training, there should be follow-up 
and refresher courses offered, as well. 



Police officers are typically the first-responders to the majority of violent calls 
involving people with mental health problems. The situation is already volatile and a 
person’s unstable mental state adds a new and unfamiliar level of stress for police 
officers, especially if they are unprepared and not trained properly. While many 
situations involving people with mental health issues in crisis may require 
emergency attention, initially calling 911 for a police response could prove fatal. 

One of the most overlooked links to safety, both for the officer and for the person 
with a mental illness, is how the dispatch is relayed. By informing the police officer if 
the person has a history of mental health problems or if the location of the call is 
associated with mental health services, would be invaluable information and could 
arm the officers with the knowledge necessary to handle the situation. 

Violence is often unnecessary in situations involving a person with mental illness 
and should not be a police officer’s first course of action. However, an officer’s safety 
must be his/her first priority in situations where the suspect banishes a firearm or 
knife. Although there are less violent methods, such as surrounding or corralling a 
suspect with body shields, an approach used in England. 

Very often the unnecessary violence, stemming from these events, leads to 
incarceration of a person with mental illness, adding to the already high percentage 
of people with mental health problems who are in jail (about 40 percent of the 
imprisoned population by some accounts). 

Additional CIT training is a crucial step forward, but it is still only part of the 
solution. San Diego and Los Angeles Counties deploy a Psychiatric Emergency 
Response Team (PERT), taking mental health treatment one-step further. PERT 
provides mobile emergency assessment and referral for individuals with mental 
illness who come to the attention of law enforcement through phone calls from 
community members or in-field law enforcement requests for emergency assistance. 

PERT pairs licensed mental health clinicians with uniformed law enforcement 
officers or deputies. Clinicians work in individual law enforcement divisions and 
respond in the field with their law enforcement partners. The PERT team evaluates 
he situation, assesses the individual’s mental health needs and condition. If 
appropriate, they transport the individual to the hospital or other treatment center 
or refer him or her to a community-based resource or treatment facility. 

In San Diego, where the PERT resource is funded and available, calls into PERT 
center have increased over 62 percent in the last five years – some 5,500 calls in 
2014 alone. There are currently 23 teams in place and yet there is a demand to 
increase the use of this highly effective tool. 

Locally, San Mateo County officials have expressed interest in PERT, saying this 
method is preferred to CIT. In 2015, the County took action by beginning 
implementation of a PERT program following the tragic death in Half Moon Bay of 
Serrano-Garcia, a mentally ill 18 year-old who was shot in the upper torso as she 



advanced at an officer with a kitchen knife. The deputy involved was not charged 
and was also not CIT trained. 

PERT in San Mateo County has already proven to be lifesaving, according to reports 
published in the San Mateo Daily Journal. But implementation and expansion of both 
the CIT and the PERT program require additional funding and will only come when 
our communities demand collaboration among County, police and mental health 
officials to prioritize and find a solution to this critical problem. 

This is a call for action. Please reach out to your elected officials, urging them to 
prioritize our County’s efforts to help the mentally ill, as well as the police 
departments. Our communities desperately need advancements and training in 
dispatch technology, mandatory CIT training for the entire police force, with 
refresher courses every 18 months to two years and increased funding for PERT 
programs. 

Taking this step makes you part of the solution. 

______________________________ 


