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Dear NN

| refer to your email of 9 June 2023 requesting, under the Official Information Act 1982
(OlA), the following:

e Acopy of all research and advice in relation to personnel and veteran suicide within
the New Zealand Defence Force/Ministry of Defence.

Dated between January 1, 2018 and today's date.

e A copy of all drafts and completed studies in relation to personnel and veteran suicide
within the New Zealand Defence Force/Ministry of Defence.

Dated between January 1, 2018 and today's date.

The New Zealand Defence Force (NZDF) and the Ministry of Defence are separate
organisations. Rather than transferring your request, following consultation the Ministry has
advised that it does not hold any information in scope of your request. Therefore, the

aspects of your request related to the Ministry are declined in accordance with section 18(e)
of the OIA.

Enclosed is a draft research paper, Veterans suicide rate estimate 2005- 2014, written by a
member of the NZDF. The paper was not peer-reviewed and in the view of the researcher, it
had limitations and was likely to be subject to data errors. For example, it is noted that the
stated size of the overall veteran population had to be based on three different estimates
because of uncertainty in available figures. Also, the data was based only on deaths
confirmed as suicide at coronial review, and there was potential for missed or incomplete
records. The name of the author is withheld in accordance with section 9(2)(g)(i) of the OIA.
A copy of Defence Health Rules 38, Part 3, Suicide Prevention and Risk Management, being
the current NZDF Health suicide assessment and management policy, is also enclosed.

For your information, the presentation for a 2017 NATO paper titled Mental Health in the
NZDF — Insights for Suicide is publicly available online®. The paper was also provided to the
Australian Royal Commission on Veteran Suicide.

! https://www.sto.nato.int/publications/STO%20Meeting%20Proceedings/STO-MP-HFM-275/MP-HFM-275-
21P.pdf




You have the right, under section 28(3) of the OIA, to ask an Ombudsman to review this
response to your request. Information about how to make a complaint is available at
www.ombudsman.parliament.nz or freephone 0800 802 602.

Please note that responses to official information requests are proactively released where
possible. This response to your request will be published shortly on the NZDF website, with
your personal information removed.

Yours sincerely

AJ WOODS
Air Commodore
Chief of Staff HQNZDF

Enclosures:
1. Veterans suicide rate estimate 2005-2014
2. DHR 38, Part 3 - Suicide Prevention and Risk Management
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s. 9(2)(9)(i)
5 December 2018
Veterans suicide rate estimation

Introduction

The suicide rate for New Zealand military veterans was estimated for the period
2005 to 2014, a 10 year period. This was undertaken as a data matching exercise be-
tween the Coroners Office and the New Zealand Defence Force, with the intent that this
would be the first step in identifying the factors which may enable future intervention
strategies.

Method

An agreement was reached with the Chief Coroner to examine the New Zealand
suicide data in order to determine the veteran suicide rate. The Chief Coroner made
available a consolidated record of suicides confirmed for the period 2005 to 2014. A ten
year period was taken due to small numbers and relatively large fluctuations across
years. The period also represents a period of high operational activity for the Military
but relative stability in terms of factors which may impact the suicide rate.

Veterans Affairs New Zealand made available a consolidated list of those whom
had ever served over the last 100 years. A manual data matching exercise was under-
taken matching records by name, date of birth, sex, then a secondary identifier from
both the service and coronial record, such as NHI number.

A veteran was defined as having attested into the New Zealand Defence force.
The numbers therefore represent both in service and post service suicides.

A crude quality estimate was undertaken post the manual matching exercise by
matching identified cases against known veteran suicides. In this there were no missing

cases.
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The rate was calculated using 3 different veteran populations due to uncertainty
in the population numbers. The lowest likely population is estimated at 35,000, the
highest at 50,000, with the most likely estimate being 40,000.

The New Zealand population data was taken from Statistics NZ published data
and averaged across the period of interest.

The Defence population is not representative of the New Zealand population -
there is an under representation of females and an increased proportion of Maori, par-
ticularly young male Maori. The data is therefore presented with an age, sex and Maori
comparison.

The in service data is taken from the electronic health records over the same pe-
riod. The NZDF population was estimated at 9500 for the period.

Results

62 records were matched.

Comparison with New Zealand general population statistics is shown in table 1

below.

Table 1 Suicide rate per 100,000 per year

Likelihood | Population Veteran NZ total NZ Age NZ Male NZ Maori NZDF

estimate rate population 25-44 age 25-44 male age
25-44
Lowest 35000 18
Most 40000 15 11.6 16.2 25.2 42.1 15

likely

Highest 50000 12
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Discussion

There are a number of sources of potential error in the data and this must be
considered in interpreting the rate;

- The data is based upon those suicides that are confirmed at coronial review.

There are potentially some cases that may be termed indeterminate, where the evi-
dence for suicide is lacking but the suspicion exists.

« The manual matching exercise has the potential for missed records.

« A number of NZDF records are missing leading to under estimation in num-

bers, this may be up to 10% based upon experience with prior record requests.

» The population estimates for the maximum size of the veterans population may

be lower than actually is the case.

The veteran suicide rate is, considering the potential errors, probably about the
same as the in service rate, about the same as the New Zealand 25 to 44 age group
and less than would be expected in a predominantly male population with a higher than
the National average Maori component.

The NZDF in service rate is calculated based upon a 9500 population and re-
ported as 14.8 per 100,000 per year in previous ministerial information requests. The
potential error in historical calculations which have been averaged across a number of
years is not taking the annual attrition into account. On average NZDF may recruit and
release about 800 people per year. This can lead to a substantial over estimation of the
suicide rate in service. Data on this should be re-examined as the in service rate may
be over estimated by up to 100% depending upon the period examined. This point is
important as it is a significant factor in risk estimation.

It can be argued that the 15 per 100,000 is in fact a lower rate than would be ex-

pected for the veteran population. The veteran population is a self selected population
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in New Zealand as service is voluntary. It may be argued that the population may there-
fore represent an action oriented population with a higher risk tolerance, where a higher
suicide rate may be expected.

The US reported rate for veterans over the same period was 37.2 per 100,000
per year. The UK in service reported rate is between 8 and 9 per 100,000 per year,
however consolidated data beyond a study covering the period 1996 to 2005 could not
be found. This study showed the same rate as that occurring in service.

The US and UK studies made a number of findings with respect to the age and
sex skewing of the suicide data post service. It would be important to determine if, like
the in service and post service rate similarity, the same pattern was true of New Zea-
land veterans. These same studies also identified factors which would potentially be
useful in constructing intervention strategies for the New Zealand veteran population.
Again, it is important to determine if this is in fact the case given the distinct population
differences in the New Zealand serving population, particularly considering and increas-
ing female and Maori component in the post 1995 service population, which may
change the risk pattern.

The next phase is intended to examine coronial and service records looking for
those factors which may enable risk factor identification and intervention strategies.

References

1. Suicide amount veterans and other Americans 2001 to 2014

https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/2016suicidedatareport.pdf

2. Uk armed forces suicide statistics 2018
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