1) Check for updates

Retrospective Clinical Research Report

Journal of
INTERNATIONAL
MEDICAL RESEARCH

Suicide in French Polynesia:
a retrospective analysis based
on medicolegal documents
and interview with family

Stephane Amadéo 1,2,3,14

Journal of International Medical Research
49(9) 1-15

© The Author(s) 2021

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/0300060521 1003452
journals.sagepub.com/home/imr

®SAGE

, Moerani Rereao'?,

Germaine Vanquin David?, NgocLam Nguyen®,
Monique Séguin®®, Guy Beauchamp®,

Patrick Favro’, Heimana Trouche®,

Aurélia Malogne''?, Benjamin Goodfellow’,

Erick Gokalsing®'?, Michel Spodenkiewicz

3,11
’

Aminata Sy'>"?, Yvana Bocage-Barthélémy',

Johan Sebti', Annie Tuheiava?, Louis Jehe

and Diego De Leo'®

Abstract

|3,I4

Objective: To analyse the epidemiological data on suicide in French Polynesia (FP).

Methods: Data on suicides were collected from the Public Health Direction, Judicial Police
Investigations Court of Justice records, the Centre d’Opérations et de Renseignements de la
Gendarmerie, patient records for those hospitalized in psychiatry and from psychological autopsies.
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Results: The dataset consisted of 316 suicide cases in FP over 25 years (1992-2016). In FP,
suicide was more frequent in men (sex ratio 3.2:1), young people (mean age, 34.4 years) and
individuals with previously diagnosed psychiatric disorders (100 of 316; 31.6%) The most
common method of suicide was hanging (276 of 316; 87.3%). A history of previous suicide
attempts was found in 25 of 56 (44.6%) of suicide cases, when documented. The most
common potential triggering factors for suicide were emotional problems. The suicide rates
have remained stable during 1992-2016 (mean 10.6/100 000 inhabitants per year), with periods
of economic crises increasing suicide rates.

Conclusions: These results provide valuable information to enable the effective targeting of
suicide prevention strategies toward those at high risk. Economic crises had larger impacts in the
French overseas territories than mainland France. Given the unprecedented economic impact of
the Covid-19 pandemic in FP, there is an urgent need to implement suicide epidemiological

surveillance and prevention programmes.
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Introduction

The Western Pacific region experiences high
mortality rates by suicide, but there has
been little or no research in certain island
communities while important efforts are
being made in the larger countries of the
Asia-Pacific region to improve the epidemi-
ological monitoring of suicidal behaviour
and promote prevention.! Official data
give only yearly suicide mortality rates by
sex and sometimes by age. These data do
not make it possible to identify risk and
protective factors for suicide in order to
implement prevention strategies adapted
to the local socio-cultural and geographic
contexts.

This is particularly the case for French
Polynesia (FP), one of the eight French
overseas territories, the others being New
Caledonia,  Martinique,  Guadeloupe,
French Guiana, Réunion, Mayotte, Saint
Pierre and Miquelon. They all have a
strong cultural identity, and are all islands,
except for French Guiana. FP includes
more than 113 islands, spread over an

area larger than Europe. For the 275918
inhabitants of the 2017 census, the stan-
dardized suicide rates have fluctuated sig-
nificantly over the years but have
remained relatively stable over the period
1992-2016  (Source:  Public  Health
Direction of French Polynesia).

In FP and in the WHO Western Pacific
Region, a programme called World Health
Organization (WHO)/Suicide Trends in At-
Risk Territories (START) was launched in
2007 to improve the quality of suicide data
and initiate suicide prevention pro-
grammes.” The WHO/START study had
four components: (i) a monitoring system
to collect systematic information on fatal
and non-fatal suicidal behaviours; (ii) a ran-
domized study of brief intervention (psy-
choeducation on suicide) and contact
(through 9 phone calls) for non-fatal suicid-
al behaviours and controls over an 18-
month period; (iii) a study of suicide cases
by psychological autopsy; and (iv) the
follow-up of medically serious suicide
attempts. The results of the first two
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components were described elsewhere.>*
This current article presents the results of
the third component of the WHO/START
study, which are suicide data in FP collect-
ed during the preparation of psychological
autopsies. This component is very impor-
tant because it offers the best method to
identify risk factors among people who
died by suicide in FP and verify if they are
similar to those identified in other coun-
tries. This current study collected clinical
data related to suicides that occurred in
FP between 1992 and 2016.

Subjects and methods

Data sources on suicide mortality

After agreement from the Ethics Committee
of the Public Health Department of French
Polynesia (opinion no. 29 of 11.01.2007), as
part of the WHO/START study between
2008 and 2016, retrospective clinical data
were collected at the FP Court of Justice
of Papeete and Gendarmerie Nationale
with the consent of the Prosecutor of the
Republic. Different sources of data were
included to provide information on risk fac-
tors associated with the outcome of suicide
cases. First, the archived records of all sui-
cide cases followed by the Hospital Centre
of French Polynesia (CHPF, the only hos-
pital structure with a psychiatric depart-
ment) between 2008 and 2016 were
retrieved as soon as the research group
were informed of a case of suicide. The
information was retrieved from the medical
records and interviews with the relatives
made qualitative analyses possible. Then,
research was undertaken on the Centre for
Epidemiology on Medical Causes of Death
(CépiDc) website, which is the national
database of causes of mortality, in order
to have crude suicide rates in Mainland
France and in the French overseas territo-
ries. These territories have notable differen-
ces but also similarities: demographics

(multiethnicity and multiculturalism) and
geographic (insularity). However, accord-
ing to previous research, suicide rates were
significantly higher in FP than in one over-
seas territory (Martinique) for the period
2005-2010.>°

Quantitative data on suicide mortality

The Direction of Public Health in FP was
contacted to collect the official suicide death
figures between 1992 and 2016. The informa-
tion provided was usually limited to the num-
bers and the standardized rates of suicide by
sex, without information on the method of
suicide or the age of the subject (with the
exception of ad hoc studies for limited peri-
ods). The causes of death in the medical
death certificates were coded according to
the International Classification of Diseases
(ICD) of the WHO in ICD-9 (1984-1998)
and ICD-10 (1999-2016). They were coded
according to WHO rules by the Direction of
Public Health in FP from 1992 to 2004, then
by CépiDc-Inserm, France. The database on
the cause of death according to the CépiDc
for mainland France and the French overseas
departments was used as a means of compar-
ison. This database also shows the numbers
and crude suicide rates by sex. These data
have been available since 2000, with the
exception of figures for French Guiana, avail-
able since 2001 only, and from two territories
(Mayotte, and St Pierre and Miquelon). The
Overseas Pacific Territories are not included
in this database, so suicide data were gathered
for New Caledonia thanks to the team that
conducted the psychological autopsy of the
WHO/START study.’

Qualitative data on suicide

Information was collected from Judicial
Police Investigations (JPI) records, which
are systematically ordered in FP Prosecutor
in the event of suicide and violent death. In
order to carry out this investigation,
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researchers attended the FP Court of Justice
and consulted the reports drawn up by the
gendarmes between 2008 and 2011 and
between 2015 and 2016, in order to consult
the JPI records of all individuals that died of
suicide in FP during that period. The contact
numbers or addresses of the relatives of the
people that had died of suicide and other rel-
evant information were retrieved. The police
records are a rich source of information, with
an average of eight people (family, friends,
witnesses, neighbours) interviewed by the
gendarmes for each case. The information
collected was recorded on an information
sheet by the interviewer and included socio-
demographic data (identity; age; sex; dates of
birth and death; profession; marital and pro-
fessional status; identity of people interviewed
during the forensic investigation) and investi-
gation data (facts preceding the death
reported by the interviewed people; details
of suicide method; history of suicidal behav-
iour; communication of suicidal intent [verbal
or non-verbal, such as previous suicide
attempts]; medical history, including possible
contact with health services; history of psy-
chic disorders; use of addictive substances;
critical life experiences; and changes in the
behaviour of the deceased). The research
team was able to conduct qualitative inter-
views with relatives of suicide victims for
only five cases. Most recent psychological
autopsy studies underline the need to have
multiple sources of information and a control
group.® ' The results of this current study
were compared with a control group that
comprised a representative sample of the gen-
eral population in the form of the 968 cases of
the Mental Health in General Population
(MHGP) survey with information terms of
suicidality (suicide ideas and attempts), psy-
chiatric diagnoses (by MINI questionnaire
with detailed categories), sex and sex disor-
ders, age, marital status and socioprofessional
category.

At the same time, research was undertak-
en on the records of all suicides by patients

followed by the CHPF. These records pro-
vide substantial information about medical
data, psychiatric diagnoses, but also follow-
up, with the dates of the very last consulta-
tion before the fatal suicide attempt, and
the treatments provided before.

Statistical analyses

The data were entered using the Epi-info
software and analysed with the open
source R software version 3.5.1.'* Data
are presented as n of subjects (%) or
mean. Categorical data were analysed
using y*-test and the Fisher’s exact test in
case of numbers < 5. Student’s r-test was
used for continuous variables. Two sample
t-test was used to compare the baseline data
between two groups (general population
versus suicide population, males versus
females). To compare groups by sociode-
mographic categories (i.e. sex, age, ethnici-
ty), odds ratios (OR) with their respective
95% confidence intervals (95% CI) were
calculated. A P-value < 0.05 was considered
statistically significant.

Results

Opverall for the period 1992 to 2016, out of
767 suicide cases with the basic data provid-
ed by the Department of Public Health for
all cases of suicide (numbers per year and
sex), a sample of 316 suicide cases was
drawn from the following sources: (i) 276
cases from JPI Court of Justice records
(the most exhaustive source of information
about suicidal acting out) and the Centre
d’Opérations et de Renseignements de la
Gendarmerie; (i) 35 suicides of patients
hospitalized in psychiatry, which was the
most complete for information about psy-
chiatric disorders; (iii) five cases of psycho-
logical autopsies with full interviews with
relatives providing all the information
needed for a diagnosis with the SCID
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questionnaire,'”” and personal life events
and histories.

Standardized suicide rates per year over
the 25 years of the 1992-2016 period
(Figure 1) were relatively stable and the
rate for 2016 (8.3 suicides per 100 000
inhabitants) was close to that of 1992 (7.1
per 100 000 inhabitants), fluctuating
between 6.5 and 13.8, the mean being 10.6
per 100 000 inhabitants. Standardized sui-
cide rates were 10.56 per 100 000 in the
period 1992-1998, 9.7 per 100 000 in the
period 1999-2004, 11.3 per 100 000 in
2005-2010 and 9.2 per 100 000 for the
period 2011-2016 (FP Public Health
Bureau). However, for two specific years
(2008 and 2012), suicides were underre-
ported by about 20%, according to the
JPI Court of Justice compared with official
data from the local Health authorities.
There were five peaks during the 2000—
2016 period.

During the last period of the study
(2015-2016) important changes occurred
in the age rates of suicide in FP
(Figure 2). The mean age of suicide in FP
was 34.4 years between 2000 and 2014.

Data have been published only for the
2005-2010 period and showed higher sui-
cide rates in young people (15-24 years),
in males (29.5/100 000) and females (21.8/
100 000) and suicide was the first cause of
death in this age class.® These rates
decreased in 2015 in young people (10.6/
100 000) but increased in older people
(10.0/100 000 for those aged 46—65 years
old; and 17.0/100 000 for those> 65
years). In 2016, rates became the highest
for the age group 26-35 years (17.0/
100 000), remained stable in those aged
46-65 years old and decreased in those > 65
years (becoming close to nil).

For comparisons between French over-
seas territories and mainland France,
crude suicide rates were used because stan-
dardized rates for Overseas were not avail-
able. This comparison (based on data from
CépiDc) shows, depending on the year,
intersecting and reversing curves, with
sometimes synchronous peaks and trends
that can be interpreted according to the
economic, cultural and social contexts of
these territories. Figure 3 shows the crude
suicide rates from 2000 to 2016 in FP,
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Figure |. Age-standardized suicide rates in French Polynesia between 1992 and 2016 stratified according
to sex. The colour version of this figure is available at: http://imr.sagepub.com.
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Figure 2. Suicide rates in French Polynesia between 2013 and 2016 stratified according to age group
(Source: Public Health Direction). The colour version of this figure is available at: http://imr.sagepub.com.
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Figure 3. Crude suicide rates in French Polynesia, mainland France and the French overseas territories
between 2000 and 2016. The colour version of this figure is available at: http://imr.sagepub.com.

French overseas territories and mainland
France. When mainland France was com-
pared with FP, there were differences in the
trends in the suicide rates. In mainland
France, there has been a continuous
decrease in suicide rates over the period

2000-2016. This decrease was also observed
with the standardized suicide rates for both
sexes in the WHO database: rates go from
16.9/100000 in 2000 to 14.8/100000 in
2010, to 12.5/100000 in 2015 and to 12.1/
100000 in 2016.'° In France, the sex ratio is
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the same as that in FP, close to 3; that is to
say that, overall, three-times more men than
women die by suicide. Mainland France
had much higher crude suicide rates but
they approximated with those of the
French overseas territories over time.
Comparisons of crude suicide rates show
lower mean rates in FP (10.6/100000)
than in mainland France (15.2/100000),
Réunion (11.3/100 000) and  New
Caledonia (15.2/100000), but higher than
in Martinique (8.0/100000), Guadeloupe
(8.8/100000) and French Guiana (8.3/
100000). The suicide rates of FP were
reversed compared with those of
Martinique and Guadeloupe between 2001
and 2004 but were similar in 2008, with the
peak probably linked to the economic crisis
in the same year (2008), which is not
observed in the other French overseas ter-
ritories or in mainland France. The trends
for FP, Martinique and Guadeloupe were
reversed in 2012. French Guiana had
lower rates than the rest of the French over-
seas territories, but it must be borne in
mind that underreporting could be frequent
according to local researchers.

Table 1 presents the sociodemographic
characteristics by sex of people that died
by suicide (n=316) during the 1992-2016
period compared with a representative
sample (n=968) of the general population
of FP from the MHGP survey.'? In the gen-
eral population, the sex ratio was 1:1, but in
the suicide population, there was a clear
male predominance, with 241 males (76%)
versus 75 females (24%) (sex ratio =3.2:1).
The results showed that males die by suicide
significantly more frequently than females
(7 (1)=135.22, P<0.0001). The mean
age of the suicide population was 34.4
years. In the suicide population, people
were significantly younger (odds ratio
[OR]=3.12) and there were significantly
fewer widow(er)s than singles (OR =0.27)
than in the general population. In this cur-
rent study, the majority of subjects were of

Polynesian origin (63%) compared with
76% in the general population of the
MHGP survey. The study investigated if
there were risk factors (such as age, marital
and professional status, pre-existence of
psychiatric diseases) for suicide according
to the sex. Males were significantly younger
than females in the suicide population
(OR=0.11). The largest group of those
that died by suicide were married or cohab-
iting (127 of 316; 40.2%), 19.3% (61 of 316)
were single (with more males [20.7%, 50 of
241] than females [14.7%, 11 of 75]), 0.9%
(three of 316) were separated or divorced,
2.5% (eight of 316) were widowed and
37.0% (117 of 316) were of unknown mar-
ital status. Only 6.3% (20 of 316) of sub-
jects were employed at the time of their
suicide, which was much lower than in the
general population (465 of 968; 48.0%).
There was a higher proportion of employed
males (16 of 241; 6.6%) than females (four
of 75; 5.3%). Other than the group of sub-
jects (224 of 316; 70.9%) for whom there
was no information, most subjects were
retired (54 of 316; 17.1%). When a job
was known, the category of farmers was
the most represented (10 of 316; 3.2%;
males only), which was slightly higher
than the general population (29 of 968;
3.0%).

Table 2 shows that hanging was the most
common method of suicide (276 of 316;
87.3%) with similar frequencies in males
and females. This was followed by medica-
tions and drugs (12 of 316; 3.8%), which
was used by seven of 241 (2.9%) males
and five of 75 (6.7%) females. For each
individual, there were several possible trig-
gers for suicide. The potential triggers for
suicide (several answers were possible) were
mainly problems with their partner (60 of
198 [30.3%]; 48 of 155 in males [31.0%]
versus 12 of 43 in females [27.9%]), then
addiction (29 of 198 [14.6%]; mainly in
males [27 of 155; 17.4%] compared with
females [two of 43; 4.7%], psychiatric
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Table 2. Fatal suicidal behaviours by method and characteristics of suicidal behaviours/acts in people that
died by suicide (n=316) in French Polynesia (FP) during the 1992-2016 period.

Suicide population

Total Males Females

Characteristics n=316 n=24l| n=75 OR 95% ClI
Suicide method*
Other methods (X71, X80-X84) 7 (2.2) 4 (1.7) 3 (4.0) 1.00
Medications and drugs (X60-X64) 12 (3.8) 7 (2.9) 5 (6.7) 1.05 NS 0.16, 6.92
Pesticides and other 2 (0.6) 2 (0.8) 0 (0.0)

chemicals (X66—X69)
Hanging (X70) 276 (87.3) 211 (87.6) 65 (86.7) 243 NS 0.53, I'1.14
Firearms (X72-X74) 4 (1.3) 4 (1.7) 0 (0.0
Cutting (X78-X79) 1 (0.3) | (0.4) 0 (0.0
Fire (X76) 4 (1.3) 4 (1.7) 0 (0.0
Unknown 10 (3.2) 8 (3.3) 2 (27)
Total 316 (100.0) 241 (100.0) 75 (100.0)

Potential triggers**

7% (24)=38.11, P=0.034

Relationship problems (with partner) 60 (30.3) 48 (31.0) 12 (27.9) 0.5 NS 0.06, 4.39
Family problems (with parents) 22 (11.1) 13 (8.4) 9 (20.9) 0.18 NS 0.02, 1.72
Family problems (with children) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0 0 (0.0)

Problems with social relationships 14 (7.1) 10 (6.5) 4 (9.3) 0.34 NS 0.03, 3.65
lliness/somatic handicap 10 (5.1) 8 (5.2) 2 (4.7) 0.5 NS 0.04, 6.68
Psychiatric disorders symptoms 28 (14.1) 22 (14.2) 6 (14.0) 0.39 NS 0.04, 3.69
Unemployment 3 (1.5) 2 (1.3) 1 (2.3) 0.25 NS 0.01, 5.99
Addictive disorders (alcohol, drugs) 29 (14.6) 27 (17.4) 2 (4.7) 1.69 NS 0.14, 21.15
Legal problems 4 (2.0 4 (2.6) 0 (0.0

Financial problems 7 (3.5) 7 (4.5) 0 (0.0 1.00

Physical abuse I (0.5) I (0.6) 0 (0.0

Psychological abuse 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Sexual assault I (0.5) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.3)

Other 19 (9.6) 13 (84) 6 (14.0)

Total 198 (100.0) 155 (100.0) 43 (100.0)

Communication of suicidal intent

Intent to commit suicide 52 (16.5) 42 (17.4) 10 (13.3) 1.05 NS 0.11, 10.44
Intent to not commit suicide 5 (1.6) 4 (1.7) 1 (1.3) 1.00

Unknown 259 (82.0) 195 (80.9) 64 (85.3)

Total 316 (100.0) 241 (100.0) 75 (100.0)

Data presented as n of subjects (%).
*P < 0.05; P < 0.01; y*test.

OR, odds ratio; Cl, confidence interval; NS, not significant (P > 0.05).

disorders (28 of 198 [14.1%]; 22 of 155 in
males [14.2%] compared with six of 43 in
females [14.0%]), problems with parents (22
of 198 [11.1%]; 13 of 155 in males [8.4%]
and in nine of 43 in females [20.9%]), social
relationships (14 of 198; 7.1%), somatic ill-
ness (10 of 198; 5.1%), financial problems

(seven of 198; 3.5%), legal problems (four
of 198; 2.0%), unemployment issues (three
of 198; 1.5%) and physical and sexual
abuse (one of 198 each; 0.5% each). Other
triggers were not specified (19 of 198; 9.6%)
and psychological abuse none reported.
Planning to commit suicide was only
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documented in 57 of 316 individuals, with
52 (16.5%) communicating their intent to
commit suicide to another person. As sug-
gested by the analyses, the potential triggers
were significantly different according to the
sex (% (24) =38.11, P=0.034). As shown in
Table 2, most of males were confronted
with problems with their partners, whereas
most of females had to deal with family
matters. The ORs were not significant.
Table 3 shows the diagnoses of psychiat-
ric disorders that were present at the time of
suicide. At least one mental health disorder
was identified in 100 of 316 (31.6%) of
cases at the time of suicide compared with
42.8% in the general population of the
MHGP survey (over a lifetime period).'?
Mood disorder was the most common diag-
nosis (45 of 316; 14.2%), followed by alco-
hol and drug addiction (23 of 316; 7.3%).
Psychotic disorders were diagnosed in 5.4%
(17 of 316) of the cases (more in males [14
of 241; 5.8%] than females [three of 75;
4.0%]) and personality disorders in 2.5%
(eight of 316). A history of a diagnosed

psychiatric disorder before suicide was
found in 100 of 316 (31.6%) cases (80 of
241 males [33.2%] compared with 20 of 75
females [26.7%]). In the subgroup of
patients followed by the CHPF (35 subjects;
24 men and nine women; data not shown in
the table), the most frequent diagnoses were
psychotic disorders (14 of 35; 40.0%) and
mood disorders (11 of 35; 31.4%). In the
total sample, a history of a previous suicide
attempt was found in 25 of 56 (44.6%) cases
where the information was available. The
ORs were not significant.

Discussion

Some international events such as economic
or political crises might have influenced the
suicide rates in FP, as reported in the his-
torical social study of reference!” and then
subsequent studies.'®!”  However, the
impact of these crises was clearly not the
same in all of the French overseas territo-
ries, differences which might been influ-
enced by sociocultural contexts or local

Table 3. Psychiatric disorders in people that died by suicide (n=316) in French Polynesia (FP) during the

19922016 period.

Suicide population

Psychiatric disorder at time Total Males Females

of suicide n=316 n=24l n=75 OR 95% Cl
Diagnoses

Mood disorder (F30-F39) 45 (14.2) 31 (12.9) 14 (18.7) 0.47 NS 0.12, 1.94
Addictive disorders (FIO-FI19) 23 (7.3) 20 (8.3) 3 (4.0) 1.43 NS 0.25, 8.15
Anxiety disorders (F40-F41) 3 (0.9) 3(1.2) 0 (0.0)

Psychotic disorders (F20-F29) 17 (5.4) 14 (5.8) 3 (4.0 1.00

Personality disorders (F60) 8 (2.5) 8 (3.3) 0 (0.0

Other diagnoses 4 (1.3) 4 (1.7) 0 (0.0

Without diagnoses 5 (1.6) 5(2.1) 0 (0.0

Unknown 211 (66.8) 156 (64.7) 55 (73.3)

Total (at least one diagnosis) 100 (31.6) 80 (33.2) 20 (26.7) 1.7 NS 0.93, 3.11
History of suicide attempt

Known 56 (17.7) 42 (17.4) 14 (18.7) 0.95 NS 0.32, 2.85
Yes (proportion of known) 25 (44.6) 19 (45.2) 6 (42.9) 1.00

Data presented as n of subjects (%).

OR, odds ratio; Cl, confidence interval; NS, not significant (P > 0.05; Xz-test).
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suicide prevention programmes.”’ In FP,
this current study identified four peaks in
suicide rate that might have been linked to
major economic or social crises: (i) the
world economic crisis in 2002 (in the wake
of the terrorist attacks of 11 September
2001 in the US that caused a drastic fall
in the tourism economy in FP); and (ii)
the financial crisis in 2008. During both of
these crises there were many jobs lost in FP.
The peak in the suicide rate in 2005 could
correspond to a major local political change
followed by a period of anxiety-provoking
political instability. There was an unexpect-
ed victory for the pro-independence party
in 2004, which was then followed by multi-
ple changes of alliances with more than
twelve successive governments until 2011.
The peak in the suicide rate in 2012 could
be explained by a suicide case widely
reported by the media (copycat suicide or
the Werther effect). On 8-9 June 2012, a
man climbed up a roadside crane and
stayed there for 24 hours, causing traffic
to be blocked. All of the TV and radio
channels were present on site, as well as a
gendarmerie negotiator and a large crowd,
which shouted abusive words at the man
because of the traffic jam. It was said that
this encouraged him to die by suicide. He
finally jumped off the crane and crashed to
his death by the side of the road. The
decrease in suicide cases observed between
2008 and 2010 in FP coincides with the
implementation of the WHO/START pro-
gramme described above and the WHO/
SUPRE programme,”' which included raising
awareness and sentinel training in the main
islands of FP, funded by a prevention insti-
tute EPAP in French. The closure of this
institute and the interruption of suicide pre-
vention programmes in 2011 possibly coincid-
ed with a subsequent rise in suicide rates.*
Another aspect to consider is the balance
between suicide and homicide rates. The
homicide rates observed in the CépiDc data-
base were high in some overseas regions

where suicide rates were low (such as in
Martinique versus FP).* In some cultures,
the underlying aggressiveness that is often
observed in the suicidal state might be
expressed more in hetero-aggressive rather
than in the self-aggressive behaviours. It is
possible that in some places low suicide
rates are correlated with high homicide
rates, a different expression of the common
dimension of aggressiveness and impulsivi-
ty.* Clinically, from the original remarks
made in the testimonies of subjects that died
by suicide (from the police investigation and
interviews with family/friends in this current
study), there were close links between suicide
and assault/homicide: “I preferred to go to
kill myself rather than hit or kill my wife”,
“I wanted to drown my wife by thrusting her
head into the water of the lagoon, to no
longer hear her making me suffer”.

Male sex was a risk factor for suicide in
FP, in contrast to the sex ratio found in
suicide attempts.* This higher risk of suicide
among men suggests that more intense
follow-up is required along with a preven-
tion strategy targeting men, such as the
‘Man Up’ campaign developed in
Australia.®> The fact that lethal suicidal
behaviour mainly concerns adults in FP
suggests that there should be an increase
in the funding of adult with psychiatric
disorders.

The most common method of suicide in
FP was hanging. This was also the most
common method used for suicide in the
Pacific Islands within the framework of
the WHO/START study:® Fiji (78% of
men, 72.5% women), Guam (75.4% men,
57.1% women) and Tonga (79% men,
50% women). Hanging as a method of sui-
cide is very difficult to control at the social
level and suicide prevention by reduction of
access to lethal means of suicide is not pos-
sible in a public health perspective. But
knowing that this method is mainly used
in the case of fatal suicidal behaviours
should mean that close attention is paid to
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the prevention at the individual and clinical
level (people with a hanging plan of sui-
cide). Furthermore, in the majority of
cases, the suicidal individual has communi-
cated his/her suicidal intention. This shows
that prevention could be made possible by
raising awareness about the timely identifi-
cation and treatment of suicidal people.
Managing emotions is essential in this situ-
ation. Helping people to improve their emo-
tional skills would contribute to reducing
interpersonal conflicts (in couples and fam-
ilies) and to defusing crises, so as to prevent
individuals from acting upon their suicidal
plans. Therefore, ideally, programmes of
emotional management should be imple-
mented in suicide prevention strategies.
This current study had several limita-
tions. Crude suicide rates were used for
the comparisons between FP, mainland
France and the French overseas territories
as standardized rates were not available.
Standardized rates are usually calculated
when two or more populations are com-
pared with each other or if the analysis
wishes to take account of changes in a pop-
ulation. The so-called ‘standardized rate’
refers to the age-standardized rate. It is
therefore a rate that takes account of the
distribution of the population in terms of
age. Using crude suicide rates for the com-
parisons in this study might have resulted in
bias in the interpretation. The French main-
land population includes more people in the
older age groups than the FP population,
which was younger as in the other French
overseas territories.”® Since the frequency of
suicide varies with age (it increases with age
in France, but not in FP), it may be ques-
tionable to compare crude suicide rates
between populations with different age dis-
tributions. However, the differences
between the crude and age-standardized
suicide rates when known were very small
between the populations of the difference
French overseas territories, which were
younger and closer to the mean for the

world population.”® For example, a differ-
ence in the order of 0.5-1% exists between
the crude and age-standardized suicide rates
in FP.” Therefore, comparisons between the
French overseas territories can be made if
these trends were within the margin of
error. For mainland France, the difference
between the crude rates and the age-
standardized rates (0.5-4%) of the world
population'® or the European population
(Eurostat) was larger, as indicated by the
figures given in national reports.?’

In conclusion, these current results sug-
gest there is a need to better focus on sui-
cide prevention strategies and implement
specific interventions for people at high
risk of suicide. The impact of economic
crises was more marked in the French over-
seas territories compared with mainland
France, where there was an ongoing
decrease in suicide rates. Given the unprec-
edented economic impact of the Covid-19
global pandemic of 2020, there is an
urgent need to set up epidemiological sur-
veillance and a suicide prevention pro-
gramme by health authorities in FP and
the other French overseas territories, and
more generally, in other island communities
impacted by this crisis.
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