Letter to the Editor

Police Should Be Helped With Mental Health Situations

Confronted by an angry, weapon-wielding person, a WA police officer naturally goes on the defensive.
But the result is often a severely-wounded or dead member of the community.
Of course, our police need protection. But there is an alternative.
Police may not be necessary at the scene at all. 
Specialists in mental health have the knowledge and skills to defuse a violent situation. We should be investigating the Dutch model where mental health reaction teams are the first to be called to such police callouts, not the police.
Only when an situation is unresolved are the police called.
What experience or skills do police have in dealing with mentally-affected people?
In Australia, only WA police have no instruction in dealing with mentally-disturbed people.
In NSW, due to their training scheme, at least one officer in every police station has received instruction in dealing with mentally-affected people.
And carers of the mentally-ill are often the best people to diffuse a hostile situation. Calling in the carer of an upset, mentally-affected person makes the job a lot easier – or even unnecessary - for hard-pressed police.
Police may not have to pull their weapons at all.
Instruction given at WA’s Police Academy is limited to legal issues in dealing with mental cases.
We, as a civilised society, can do more.
Mental health professionals, carers, counsellors and volunteers in WA are ready to give police the advice and guidance they need.
We at Arafmi, who represent mental health carers, believe it’s an offer too good for the WA Government to refuse.
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