NORTHERN IRELAND GAY RIGHTS ASSOCIATION

Self-Inflicted Fatalities in the Gay Community


History, Causes and Preventative Measures

SUBMISSION IN RESPONSE TO THE NORTHERN IRELAND GOVERNMENT’S SUICIDE STRATEGY PUBLISHED BY THE DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH

History

In 1976, 26 men were arrested and charged with being involved in homosexual activity by the RUC. Despite homosexuality being illegal and the then government opposing law reform, and the high level of violence and political opposition to law reform in society, no fatalities were recorded in connection with this police operation, whether inflicted by others or self-inflicted. 

The main reason for this was the close-knit nature of the gay community, as it was then, which was able to support and motivate those charged so that we were able to survive the attempted suppression of gay organisations and individuals, and eventually achieve law reform. There were of course suicides and suicide attempts at this time; these were largely by those who were extremely isolated without any opportunity to talk to anyone who would listen to them sympathetically. Cara-Friend at that time ran a telephone support line the records of which the police attempted to gain access to. In the event the group were able to preserve the confidentiality of callers, as the terms of our Health Department grant for the service required.

Gay Community Support Today 

Today the Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association (NIGRA) is one among a mix of organisations that provide services to the Gay Community. Those functions that were once our own preserve such as advice and campaigning are now widely spread among other organisations. This has it benefits on one level, as care and support for people with HIV/AIDS needed, and needs, special training. The possibility of contact with others and the amount of counselling therefore has been vastly increased. On another level, this means that services and functions are split between organisations and cases of individuals in distress can be neglected in the necessarily bureaucratic nature of  funded groups.

As a community we have been successful in achieving acceptability both in society, and for LGBT people to achieve the confidence to establish themselves and pursue their own lives on their own terms. These developments have been also successful in decreasing the amount of suicides but this is largely within an established urban-based community. The opportunity for someone to talk with a specialist counsellor about personal problems and or suicidal feelings connected with their sexuality is not too difficult if the person concerned lives close to a major city. 

However, Northern Ireland is not the sort of place where one can meet other gay people or contact organisations easily. Many live in rural areas and share their home with family are married or bi-sexual – or are all three. These people, and others, for a number of the above reasons, seek contact in semi-public places. By doing this they run the risk of being victimised by the legal system for this low-level public nuisance offence, if offence it is.  The process begins when the individual experiences what we describe as ‘social death’ where they are forced into a position of considering ending their lives mostly after contemplating or experiencing a court appearance (with newspaper coverage) even if a fine is the only punishment.

The State and Semi-Public Sexual Activity in England

Recently, the media have reported a new pattern of heterosexual behaviour known as ‘dogging’. This involves people who arrange to meet via the internet and mobile phone for secluded sexual activity - mostly at night - in wooded areas or remote lay-bys or car parks. To what extent the public acknowledge this activity negatively or positively is a grey area as they would more than likely not register either an interest or support to a pollster, sexologist or sociologist. But as far as the police are concerned when there is a complaint people are moved on and sometimes arrested. Most are formally cautioned or charged with low level offences such as breach of the peace There have been high profile cases reported in England but to date none of these cases has led to suicide. We suspect that this is due to the broader public acknowledging the activity and turning a blind eye. It is, to be direct, what one would best expect as the reaction to a victimless crime in a liberal democracy.

The State and Semi-Public Sexual Activity in Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland is ostensibly part of UK but it is not a liberal democracy. The impact of paramilitary groups on society is proof of that. This was made clear to the gay community recently when the UVF issued death threats to those who used a public convenience to meet clandestinely in Coleraine. The police then took up the issue after local council officers decided to act on the matter. Ten people were arrested and convicted after pleading guilty and their photographs were published in the press (Belfast Telegraph). Others were interviewed and some have outstanding court appearances as they are pleading not guilty. When a first court appearance was made defendants’ houses were attacked and now to date two people are homeless. Recently, we have learned that one of the people who we believe the police expressed an interest in, Samuel Taylor, committed suicide (by drowning in a river) – the police informed the gay group Rainbow of his disappearance.  

Also at present time the police in the greater Lisburn area have been actively entrapping gay people using surveillance and have – on their own figures, conducted some 48 such operations over a one-year period. (80% of all such operations in Northern Ireland). Of these – again on their own estimation, the majority were not initiated as a result of a complaint. Recently these operations have intensified. NIGRA committee members attended a consultation held in Lisburn at Chief Inspector Mark Gilmore’s invitation about the operations at which we were informed that one of those charged had committed suicide.

As organisations we do what we can to stop people accused of this low level crime from taking their own lives such as giving counselling and issuing contact numbers for people to call after they are arrested. It is the level of activity of the police that we cannot now keep up with. In one remarkable incident at a meeting to discuss the attacks (possibly paramilitary) on those arrested by the police in Coleraine, Dawson Cotton, the District Commander complained to the gay organisation present that he had had to endure cat calls because his photograph had been published as a result of the controversy (in fact his photograph had been published as a result of other official local PSNI business). His claim that he had been photographed and therefore subsequently subjected to the same type of abuse, and in the same manner as the arrested men, is untrue and absurd. 

Mr Cotton has said that he takes the matter of hate crime against the arrested men seriously. However to date no one has been arrested or interviewed about the attacks, neither has any one from the local UVF command been questioned about the issuing or maintaining of the death threats. 

Mr Cotton has indicated on behalf of the Coleraine police their refusal to withdraw the recommendations to the Public Prosecutor’s Office that those arrested be prosecuted even when it was admitted that he had not followed the cautioning guidelines set out for such low level offences. As a result many of those who found themselves in court having lost their homes and jobs have been close to suicide. Some of these are receiving support from local gay organisations. However, even with the resources we have organisation are finding difficult to cope with the dramatic increase in these operations. At the time of writing we have just been informed of yet another operation this time in Holywood is about to commence. This brings the number of police districts conducting or wthat have conducted such operations to 5: Belfast, Coleraine, Lisburn Holywood and Cookstown.

 Despite their assurance that they wish to stop all semi-public sexual activity in these operations no heterosexual has been arrested or heterosexual activity been stopped. Motivated largely by urban myths about the activities of gay people who use these places, the police activity has been disproportionate and has now claimed two lives by suicide in six months.

However, when gay organisations indicated that something should be done about the violent homophobic gang(s) who attacked people and property in the Barnett’s Park area in Belfast they were told on numerous occasions that there were not enough police resources to justify a surveillance operation. This is despite the police having a policy that recognises homophobic hate crime. Shortly after this, Ian Flanagan, a gay man, was murdered in Barnett’s Park. 

Recommendations 

Trying to contact individuals who are severely depressed and close to taking their own lives in the days after their arrest (the most crucial time) is one thing (the Howard League has just published their own book on the proper treatment of offenders who may be a suicide risk).

However, stopping or trying to stop someone from ending their lives as a result of being sent forward for charging by police to the DPP when in fact, under the current guidelines they should be informed that they will be informally cautioned for a first low level offence is a completely different matter.

These recent police actions have put those who are arrested or questioned under enormous and unnecessary mental pressure and if we are to stop any more fatalities the current police action, which is clearly disproportionate, must be ended.

This is what was done after a similar police operation in Cookstown where the DPP agreed that cautions be issued.    

In addition, consideration of the safety of those who have been interviewed by the police in connection with low-level civil offences must be taken into account and the very real possibility of paramilitary violence against them.

Given such a high proportion of easily preventable suicides occurring amongst gay men in one year alone we ask that the government’s suicide policy takes this fully into account and that the Department of Health requests the PSNI to take immediate preventative action that involves the scaling down of these operations so that they are proportionate to the offence and non-discriminatory.
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