Health

April 12 to 18 2013 • www.mg.co.za/health

Winning missive
on health
centre’s role
Page 3

Mother’s vow
to ‘save one
more teen’
Suicides among teenagers are on the rise, but
parents can be taught to spot the warning signs
Amy Green

F

ikile Magubane was tired.
It was 5am on a cold July
morning and she had
been up all night helping a
woman in the community
get help for her suicidal son.
She was relieved when the boy was
finally admitted to hospital and she
could go home to rest. Magubane
phoned her son-in-law to fetch her.
But as the car pulled into her driveway she was surprised to see a crowd
of people outside her house.
“What do they want here?”
Magubane asked herself. She
recognised a number of relatives.
She thought: “Maybe they have
come to show support because it is
my wedding anniversary.”
Her husband had died four
months earlier after a long illness.
But she felt uneasy. Something
was wrong.
“Where’s Nkanyezi?” she asked.
“Come in and sit down, Mama,”
said a relative.
“No. I don’t want to sit down. I
want my son,” she said.
Then she noticed the A4 pages
stuck to the wall. She looked closer.
There were hand-drawn arrows
pointing in one direction. She followed the arrows through the house
to the outbuilding at the back.
There was a small note stuck on

the door of the outbuilding with one
word written on it: “Goodbye.”
With an overwhelming sensation
of fear and dread she opened the
door and saw her 15-year-old son
hanging from the ceiling, an extension cord around his neck.
The image still haunts Magubane,
nearly 12 years later.
“I never thought of committing
suicide myself but I envied my husband because he didn’t have to go
through what I was going through,”
she tells me, sitting across the
table at a coffee shop in Pretoria. “I
thought he was better off where he
was.”
If Nkanyezi was alive today he
would be 27 years old.
According to the South African
Depression and Anxiety Group
(Sadag), teenage suicide is on the
rise.
“One in four South African youths
have sad and hopeless feelings,”
according to the group’s founder,
Zane Wilson, “and one in five consider suicide. I’ve seen too many
unnecessary deaths and it’s because
the government is not taking
depression in youth seriously.”
According to Sadag, 60% of youth
with a mental health disorder do
not get the treatment they need
and only 1% of mental hospital beds
are assigned to children. The group
receives no funding from the health

Fikile Magubane lost her
son and her husband in four
months. Photo: Oupa Nkosi

M&G Health
M&G Health Journalism Centre
Director/Health editor
Mia Malan miam@mg.co.za;
or @miamalan1971
Reporters
Ina Skosana inas@mg.co.za;
or @inaskosana
Amy Green amyg@mg.co.za;
or @greenas_89
Open Society Foundation
health fellow
Mara Kardas-Nelson
marak@mg.co.za or @marajennkn

department for its programmes
aimed at combating teenage suicide.
The health department’s head of
communication, Popo Maja, said
it is easy to criticise and apportion
blame to the government.
Maja said that at a summit held in
April last year, which was attended
by a number of stakeholders including Sadag, it was understood that
“the responsibility [of suicide prevention was not] solely that of the
government”.
But, said Wilson, because of a
lack of government funding into
research, there is little clarity on the
exact reasons for the rise in teenage
suicide.
“There are numerous triggers and
we’re not 100% certain why suicide is on the increase but certainly
unemployment, economic instability, violence, a lack of social cohe-

sion, the breakdown of traditional
family structures as well as schoolrelated pressures and bullying can
be cause for concern,” she said.
“When people ask me why
Nkanyezi chose suicide I tell them
he is the only one who knows,”
Magubane tells me. “I have learnt
to live without these questions
being answered. I can only make
assumptions.”
However, there were a number
of traumatic events in Nkanyezi’s
childhood that Magubane thinks
may have led to his depression.
“When Nkanyezi was four we were
attacked by a group of men with
AK47s,” she says. “I remember him
taking his belt and trying to help
me fight these people.”At the time
Magubane was lecturing nursing
at the University of KwaZulu-Natal’s
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