
MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES
OUR COMMUNITY NEEDS BETTER ACCESS TO There are significant gaps in mental 

health services in the City of Whittlesea 
relative to other areas in the Eastern 
Melbourne Primary Health Network 
catchment.  
 
An uneven distribution of services across 
the catchment, with clustering of services 
in inner suburban areas leaves significant 
service gaps in the outer northern areas. 

WHAT IS NEEDED:

Commitment 1
We urge the Federal Government to take into consideration 
population growth and the higher proportion of vulnerable 
groups at greater risk of poorer mental health outcomes when 
funding mental health services.

Commitment 2
We need the Federal Government to provide ongoing funding to 
establish a permanent location to house headspace in the City of 
Whittlesea.

Commitment 3
We request that the Federal Government commit to 
long-term funding for tailored, responsive and accessible mental 
health services and supports for young people such as Neami’s 
Yflex program.

Commitment 4
Federal Government funding is needed to establish a Safe Haven 
Café in the health precinct surrounding the Northern Hospital, 
in close proximity to the newly established Victorian Aboriginal 
Health Service (VAHS) clinic. 

Commitment 5
Council urges the Federal Government to prioritise the City of 
Whittlesea for a Way Back Support Service as part of the $27.1 
million allocated to expand the initiative in the 2018/2019 
Federal Government budget.

Council urges the State Government to co-contribute to the 
establishment of a Way Back Support Service.
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Disadvantage impacts adversely on the 
mental wellbeing of individuals, families and 
communities that have fewer economic, social 
and environmental resources.
   

 •	 There	are	significant	gaps	in	mental	health	services  
	 	 in	the	City	of	Whittlesea	relative	to	other	areas		 	
	 	 in	the	EMPHN	catchment,	an	uneven	distribution	of		
	 	 services	across	the	EMPHN	catchment,	with		 	
	 	 clustering	of	services	in	inner	suburban	areas	and		 	
	 	 significant	service	gaps	in	the	outer	northern	areas	
	 •	 The	City	of	Whittlesea	is	the	most	socially		 	
	 	 disadvantaged	LGA	and	has	a	higher	proportion	of			
	 	 vulnerable	at	risk	groups	compared	to	other	LGAs		 	
	 	 which	fall	within	the	EMPHN	catchment.	
	 •	 City	of	Whittlesea	has	a	significantly	higher		 	
	 	 proportion	of	adults	with	very	high	levels	of	
	 	 psychological	distress.3

YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH

The EMPHN needs assessment identifies Whittlesea as having the 
highest rate of people aged over 18 years with high or very high 
psychological distress.  Our psychological distress rating for this 
group is above the Victorian average. 
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The City of Whittlesea sits within the Eastern Melbourne 
Primary Health Network (EMPHN) catchment and is 
located on Melbourne’s metropolitan fringe. The current 
population of 223,566 (2018) is expected to grow to 
382,896 by 2041.  Whittlesea has been identified by the 
State Government as a growth area of metropolitan 
significance.

Suicide and mental health data provides a clear rationale for 
investment in local mental health services and suicide prevention 
as an urgent priority.   EMPHN service mapping also highlight 
an inverse relationship between current mental health service 
provision and needs. 

There is an urgent imperative to ensure that City of Whittlesea 
residents are given priority in new suicide prevention and mental 
health support initiatives. These initiatives would:

• provide residents experiencing mental health issues   
 with alternative early intervention and support   
 options
• reduce hospital admissions and prevent emergency   
 department (ED) presentations at the Northern   
 Hospital, the busiest ED in Victoria in 2017/18   
 (providing care for 99,446 patients, up 7.9 per cent 
 on the previous year)1.

SERVICE GAPS 

Misalignment of resources and capacity within the areas of 
greatest demand is a significant issue for the mental health 
service system2. This is particularly evident in high growth outer 
metropolitan regions. The EMPHN Atlas3 clearly demonstrates 
this stark mismatch and the inverse relationship between need 
and service delivery. It highlights significant gaps in mental health 
services in the City of Whittlesea relative to other areas in the 
EMPHN catchment, and clustering of services in inner suburban 
locations. Consultations with service providers also confirm gaps 
in a range of mental health services that are available in other 
catchments.

SOCIAL DISADVANTAGE 

City of Whittlesea is the most disadvantaged local government 
area (LGA) in the EMPHN catchment3 and has the highest level of 
unemployment and the highest proportion of residents earning 
less than $400/wk.

Local demographic data4 and health indicator data shows that 
the City of Whittlesea also has a relatively high proportion 
of vulnerable groups at risk of poor mental health outcomes 
including women in the perinatal period, women who experience 
family violence, Aboriginal people and people from CALD 
backgrounds.

Whittlesea has a significant proportion of residents who speak 
a language other than English at home (44 per cent) and the 
second largest Aboriginal population in metropolitan Melbourne 
(2016 Census.)  The Aboriginal population is increasing rapidly 
with the number of residents who identify as Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander increasing by 35 per cent between 2006 and 2011 
and by 46 per cent between 2011 and 2016.  

The municipality’s growth areas also attract young and lower 
income families due to housing affordability.  The City of 
Whittlesea has:

• a younger median age of residents compared to the   
 Victorian average
• a higher proportion of households with children   
 (42 per cent couples with children and 12 per cent   
 one parent families) and 
• one of the highest rates of family violence in the   
 Northern Metropolitan Region of Melbourne (1,452   
 per 100,000 of population, compared to Victoria   
 1,242)5.

HEALTH INDICATORS

Given the strong correlation between social and economic 
disadvantage and mental disorders it is not surprising that 
Whittlesea, as the most disadvantaged area within the EMPHN 
catchment, has the highest rate of psychological distress at 15.0 
per 100, a rate higher than both state and national (measured by 
the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale) rates and almost double 
that of Boroondara3. 

Residents in the Whittlesea LGA also have a significantly higher 
rate of fair/poor health (19.0 per 100) when compared to not 
only the EMPHN average (13.2) but also the state and the 
national averages (14.8 percent) (Refer Table 1).

In September 2018 the EMPHN allocated funding to pilot a 
headspace outreach service at the EDGE youth facility in South 
Morang for 12 months.  Demand for the service has indicated 
the need to secure ongoing funding for a permanent facility to be 
located in the City of Whittlesea. If the South Morang headspace 
service ceases in September when funding ends, it is expected 
that waiting lists for support and counselling services for young 
people in Whittlesea will escalate to more than six months 
and young people will once again need to travel outside the 
municipality to access the service.

NEAMI’s Yflex program also provides flexible, outreach-based 
support for young people with complex mental health needs but 
has no funding certainty after June 2019. The support is tailored, 
responsive and specialised to the needs of young people and 
meets them on their recovery journey.  Since its establishment in 
October 2017, Yflex has supported 73 young people from the City 
of Whittlesea and currently has a three month wait time.  Long 
term funding for this service is needed to meet demand  
and provide ongoing assurance and continuity  
for young people.

Additionally, the gaps in infrastructure, transport, employment and services experience by people living in growth areas contributes to, 
and exacerbates poor mental health outcomes. 

Local Government Area Fair/poor health Psychological Distress Suicide and self-harm
 ASR per 100 ASR per 100 N

Banyule 13.8 10.7 54
Boroondara  8.4 7.3 56
Knox  14.2 11.6 67
Manningham  11.3 8.3 35
Maroondah  13.9 12.2 47
Mitchell (a) 15.9 13.6 6
Monash (a) 13.3 10.1 44
Murrindindi (a) 17.0 12.3 Not available
Nillumbik  10.0 8.8 18
Whitehorse  13.2 9.8 53
Whittlesea  19.0 15.0 72
Yarra Ranges 13.4 12.2 65
EMPHN 13.2 10.7 518
Victoria 15.6 12.5 2,540
Australia 14.8 11.7 11,874

Table 1 Health indicators across EMPHN

Source: ABS and PHIDU data cited in EMPHN Integrated Mental Health and AOD Service Atlas
The IRSD score is a measure of the relative disadvantage the lower the score the greater the level of relative disadvantage.



SAFE HAVEN CAFÉ

Emergency Departments are busy places where mental health 
patients experience longer wait times. Outside of Emergency 
Departments, there is currently no safe, therapeutic space for 
mental health patients to access out of hours support. Of the 
services that do exist, none are staffed or supported by clinicians 
trained in mental health. 

The Safe Haven Café model aims to reduce social isolation for 
vulnerable people and helps them to maintain their mental 
health on an ongoing basis. The first Café was launched at St 
Vincent’s Hospital in May 2018 through funding by Better Care 
Victoria. 

The initiative provides respite and peer support to build the 
resilience of people suffering from mental health issues and 
enhances their ability to self-manage.  This in turn reduces the 
likelihood of needing to access the emergency department. 

The Safe Haven Café complements clinical mental health 
interventions and enables people to identify local services to 
help them maintain good, ongoing mental health.  The City 
of Whittlesea’s Safe Haven Café would be developed with 
input from local people with lived experience, mental health 
professionals and key community agencies working with 
vulnerable groups. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION

Michele Purtle
Senior	Advocacy	Advisor

 9217 2242
 Michele.Purtle@whittlesea.vic.gov.au
 whittlesea.vic.gov.au

Prepared	October	2019

WAY BACK SUPPORT SERVICE

Suicide is the leading cause of death for Australians between 15 
and 44 years of age6. Follow-up support after a suicide attempt 
is imperative to ensure ongoing safety. Data related to people 
who have attempted suicide indicates that, upon discharge from 
hospitalisation/treatment:

• approximately 50 per cent fail to attend any 
 follow-up treatment and 10 per cent attend only one  
 week of treatment,
• of those who attend follow-up treatment, 
 38 per cent stop within three months
• the highest risk period is within three months,   
 following a suicide attempt
• between 15 and 25 per cent of people will 
 re-attempt suicide
• between five and 10 per cent of these people will   
 die by suicide.

50 per cent of those discharged from hospital after a suicide 
attempt do not attend any subsequent treatment, and between 
5-10 per cent may ultimately take their own life.

The Way Back Support Service is an innovative suicide prevention 
model, developed to support people during those crucial three 
months after they’ve attempted suicide.  The service is currently 
available at nine sites nationally, with two in Victoria (Barwon/
Geelong and South East Melbourne).  In the 2018/2019 Budget, 
the Commonwealth Government allocated $27.1 million to 
expand the Way Back Support Service to up to 25 sites over 
four years.  This funding is contingent on State/Territory co-
contributions.

1 Northern Health: Annual Report 2017/18
 https://www.nh.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Northern-Health- 
 Annual-Report-2017-18-Final.pdf [accessed Feb 2019].
2 Saving lives. Saving money. The case for better investment in Victorian mental  
 health,	Mental Health Victoria June 2018 
 https://www.mhvic.org.au/images/PDF/Policy/FINAL__Saving_Lives_Money_ 
 Brochure_HR.pdf [accessed Feb 2019].
3 Bell,T., Stretton, A., Mendoza, J & Salvador-Carulla, L (2018) EMPHN Integrated  
 Mental Health and AOD Service Atlas (East & North East) Final report.		
 ConNetica, Sunshine Coast Qld.  
 https://www.emphn.org.au/images/uploads/files/20180516-Final-Atlas- 
 Report-EMPHN_July-2018-1.pdf [accessed Feb 2019].
4  City of Whittlesea Community Profile idcommunity demographic resources  
 https://profile.id.com.au/whittlesea/home [accessed Feb 2019].
5  Health and Wellbeing Partnership Plan 2017-2021 City of Whittlesea
 https://www.whittlesea.vic.gov.au/media/3292/k-partnerships-  
 communications-_public-temp-sarah-cs-community-wellbeing-health-plan- 
 hwpp-final-hardcopy-highres.pdf [accessed Feb 2019].
6  ‘Causes of Death’, Australia 2017,	Australian Bureau of Statistics, released 26  
 Sep 2018 http://www.abs.gov.au/Causes-of-Death [accessed Feb 2019].
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Data from St Vincent’s on the Safe Haven concept


