
  

Wednesday, 24 October 2018 

ANNOUNCEMENT: ROYAL COMMISSION INTO MENTAL HEALTH 

CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 

Let me quickly thank John Mitchell and all the members of Kyneton Men’s Shed for having us. 

You do very important stuff here. 

My dad loved his shed – I reckon he would have loved this one too. 

He had a cattle stud outside Wangaratta. 

And when he died, we managed to cram just about everyone he ever knew into the big shed where used 
to sell his livestock. 

And we said goodbye to him. 

That shed was his church.   

I think it always gave him a sense of peace and control.  

Security. 

It’s important to have a little place like that where you can turn, if things aren’t going so well. 

Dad was lucky in a sense that, even long after his body betrayed him, his mental health was intact. 

But not everyone is so lucky. 

That’s what I want to talk to you about today. 

I should say that you might find some parts a bit difficult, so if you think you need to take a break, please 
do. 

I’ve always been acutely aware of what mental illness does to the body and soul. 

I’ve been aware of it as a friend, seeing – in some of my mates – the colour and energy just drain away. 

I’ve been aware of mental illness as a Minister for Health, as a Premier. 

Victoria spends $1.61 billion on mental health care. 

An extraordinary figure which sometimes feels like just a drop in the ocean. 

And lately, my kids have been becoming increasingly aware of mental illness as an issue. 

You know, it’s pretty confronting, as a mum or dad, to get a note from the Principal. 

And your heart sinks when that letter says, it is with great sadness that a student at your child’s school 
has died unexpectedly on the weekend. 

She’d been at a party that night.  

No one had any hint. 



  

Just in the last 12 months, someone has taken their life at my daughter’s school – and at my son Noah’s. 

And the nature of these things – when there’s one, there’s always the fear that there’ll be more. 

Each time it happened I said to the kids, if you’re ever feeling this sort of way – talk to me. Talk to your 
mother. 

Because kids can hide so much. 

They don’t hide as much as us, though. 

Middle age blokes.  

We’re shockers for it. 

As our age goes up, the likelihood of us seeking out help goes down. 

There’s basically a whole age group of depressed older men, 70-plus, who aren’t in the mental health 
system at all. 

Never once in their life have they consulted a medical professional about it. 

It’s especially bad with farming. 

You can get bad season after bad season out there. 

And there’s a culture of bottling all that up. 

Pride just makes it worse. 

You know, that feeling of, ‘dad got through it – so can I.’ 

Eventually, that becomes, ‘dad got though it – why can’t I?’ 

Those questions can get you to a place so dark. 

A woman named Deb asked them of herself every day: 

She wrote, “the other mums aren’t having issues, why am I?”  

She later learned she was suffering from postnatal depression. 

But at the time, all she could think was: “my body had failed my son.” 

“I was becoming teary every time I had to feed him”, she said. 

“I felt like I was drowning.” 

And maybe the saddest thought of all: 

“I started wondering if this is what motherhood is like.” 

Chances are, a whole lot of our mums went through something like this. 

They would have felt exhausted. Overwhelmed. Inadequate. 

And not known why. 

These feelings aren’t unique to school kids, farmers, new mums... 

I haven’t even begun to speak about people facing severe financial stress. 

People addicted to drugs or alcohol. 

People who are homeless. 

People in awful pain. 

Refugees who watched their family die. 

Kids struggling to be who they are. 

All of these people who are massively overrepresented in our most tragic statistic: 



  

The 3,000 Australians who take their own life every year. 

3,000 of us. 

Imagine what we’d do if 3,000 people were getting gunned down on the street in this country every 
year? 

The gears of the country’s entire political system would be straining, trying to solve it. 

But say ‘3,000 suicides’, and that same system turns its back. 

It’s not just suicide.  

It’s anxiety, depression, eating disorders, panic disorders... 

It’s a continuum as complex and diverse as each of the individuals involved. 

We do have a mental health system to help those individuals 

72,859 Victorians accessed it in 2017-18. 

And our Government actually increased funding for those services by 181%. 

As a result, there’s now more support, more rehab beds. 

We’ve acted on family violence – which is a huge source of mental illness. 

We’ve helped stop kids getting bullied for just being themselves. 

We’ve even built a few sheds. 

And the rate of suicides in Victoria is actually starting to come down. 

All things given, we do what we can, and we do a decent job of it. 

So the question is: 

Do we leave it there and rest on our laurels say ‘job done’? 

…I think, if I did that, I wouldn’t deserve the job I’m so lucky enough to hold. 

The fact is…we don’t have the best mental health system we possibly could have. 

We just don’t. 

I don’t ever expect to be able to save every life. 

But for god’s sake, I think we could do a lot better. 

As it stands, we can’t honestly claim to be providing proper, timely care to all who need it. 

Only when a person is in real crisis do they get tailored, individual help. 

That would be like if we only started treating cancer when it aggressively spreads to the brain. 

By then, it’s too late. 

I spoke about my old man earlier. 

He taught me always, ‘Say what you do, do what you say.’ 

He taught me something else, too. 

‘If you don’t have all the answers, don’t pretend you do.’ 

Well, we don’t have all the answers. 

Something is wrong with the mental health system. 

Something is wrong, and we have to admit it. 

We have to find it.  And we have to fix it. 



  

That’s why, today, I’m proud to announce that a re-elected Andrews Labor Government will hold 
Australia’s first Royal Commission into Mental Health. 

Just like our landmark Royal Commission into Family Violence, nothing will be off limits. 

It will focus on the cost of care – and how it determines who gets treatment. 

It will focus on early intervention.  

It will focus on the workforce – the absolute professionals who keep the system working, despite its 
flaws: our wonderful nurses and doctors, our health services workers, our mental health professionals. 

It will also bring mental health out of the darkness into the blinding light of a public inquiry. 

…and I think you only have to look at the outcomes of our Royal Commission into Family Violence to 
give you an idea of what this same inquiry will mean for mental health. 

When the final report of that Royal Commission was handed down, we said we’d implement every 
recommendation. 

And we did.  

I can tell you that the Terms of Reference for the Royal Commission into Mental Health will be 
announced in the first 100 days of a re-elected Labor Government.  

And I can tell you that we will implement every recommendation. 

Ultimately, we’re going to try to answer these questions: 

How do we build Australia’s best mental health system?  

What will it take? 

What do we need to do to save thousands of lives, and bring thousands more back from the brink of 
homelessness and substance abuse. 

And what do we need to do to convince people like Rob, from just outside Melbourne, that we’re up to 
the task? 

He wrote to me recently on Facebook. He said, I quote: 

“Today I found out that a guy named Tom decided life was too hard. 

I knew Tom through work. He was a really nice person. He leaves behind two girls. 

When is the government going to recognise that we have an epidemic on our hands? 

This is the 7th person that I have known to take their own life. 

Dean, my stepson passed several years ago. He was a troubled soul. 

So many times he was released from wards due to lack of beds and he knew how to behave to get out. 

Not a day goes by when I don’t think about what more I could have done. 

My wife blames herself – beats herself up every day. 

Dean was an intelligent, polite, caring person. A hard worker, a good worker. 

Then there’s Danny, who I grew up with. 

Gary, a neighbour, a workmate, fishing partner. 

Then there’s Scott, my wife’s nephew. 

Jackie, the daughter of my mum’s best friend – been friends for 78 years. 

Then my old boss’s brother. 

And finally, my mate.”  



  

End quote. Rob, I want to thank you for your letter. 

I want to let you know that we’re going to have a Royal Commission for Tom.  

And a Royal Commission for Danny. 

And a Royal Commission for Gary. 

And a Royal Commission for Jackie. 

And a Royal Commission for your stepson Dean.  

We’re going to have a Royal Commission for my daughter’s schoolmate. 

We’re going to have a Royal Commission for all the mums who feel like they’ve lost control. 

We’re going to have a Royal Commission for everyone in this state – and ultimately, this country – who 
has ever felt like they had nowhere to turn, no one to rely on and nothing to hope for. 

We’re going to have a Royal Commission into Mental Health. 

We’re going to take action. 

We’re going to get answers. 

And it’s going to save lives.  

 


