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31 July 2021 

Department of Health (Mental Health and Wellbeing Act), 
 
Re: Submission to Mental Health and Wellbeing Act Update and Engagement Paper 

Healthy Greater Bendigo welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the Mental 

Health and Wellbeing Act Update and Engagement Paper. 

The timing of this new Act is apt. Over the past 18 months, Victorians have been seriously 

affected by the impacts of COVID-19. This has resulted in loss of workplace involvement, 

income, community involvement, and an overall lack of control in day-to-day life. 

In general, the Mental Health and Wellbeing Act will need a stronger focus on prevention 

within the system if it intends to implement the recommendations from the Royal 

Commission. In doing so, the Act must apply all objectives and principles with a sense of 

equity, acknowledging that the risks of mental health issues are higher in certain 

demographic groups in Victoria. The submission below will elaborate further on these topics.  

Healthy Greater Bendigo is a community movement for better health funded by the City of 

Greater Bendigo, Bendigo Health, Bendigo Community Health Services, in partnership with 

local organisations including Bendigo Loddon Primary Care Partnership, Coliban Water, 

Bendigo Education Council, the Department of Families, Fairness and Housing, and La 

Trobe University Bendigo. 

Greater Bendigo is in central Victoria and is home to over 118,000 people. The City is the 

2nd largest city in regional Victoria. Wellbeing and fairness is a goal of our Community Plan 

2017-21, under which we pursue ‘inclusive policies, partnerships and projects that increase 

access, improve health, increase learning opportunities and build better connections, and 

quality of life for all.’ Relevant objectives in achieving the community vision include creating 
a much healthier Greater Bendigo, promoting positive wellbeing across the community, 

promoting community connection and creating safe and resilient communities. 

Submission 

Question 1: Do you think the proposals meet the Royal Commission’s 
recommendations about the objectives and principles of the new Act? If not, why? 

Question 2: How do you think the proposals about objectives and principles could be 

improved? 

Among other things, the Royal Commission recommended that Victorian Government 

promotes conditions in which people can experience good mental health and wellbeing. This 

has been reflected word-for-word in Section 2.1.1 within the paper (proposed objectives) and  
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the proposed principle 10 identified a small selection of the range of circumstances that 

influence mental health and wellbeing (or social determinants). However, the paper doesn’t 
clearly explain how this objective and principle will be translate into any substantial change 

in the new Act.  

Given that the Royal Commission recommended an Act with the primary objective of 

achieving the highest attainable standard of mental health and wellbeing, preventing mental 

health issues in our community should be the number one priority.    

The range of preventive efforts for mental health and wellbeing is so diverse it can often 

appear as a system too complex to address; however, put in simple terms, most preventive 

efforts can be summarised as making our society a better place to live. For example, 

improvements to a local park, doing more to address gender inequalities, or taking more 

action to address climate change should all be considered as prevention efforts to address 

mental health and wellbeing issues in our community.   

As recommended in the Mental Health Productivity Commission report (November 2020), 

the mental health system needs to be refocused towards prevention and early intervention 

– both early in life and early in the course of ill-health. 

This Act needs to align with other relevant legislation, most importantly the Public Health 

and Wellbeing Act 2008. Primary prevention is a key principle within this Act and should 

therefore be emphasised in the new Mental Health and Wellbeing Act.  

Other notable work also completed by the Victorian State Government includes the Victorian 

Public Health and Wellbeing Plan 2019-2023. This plan references mental illness prevention 

and mental health promotion in the context of family violence, healthy eating, active living, 

social connection, community participation, economic status, and drug and alcohol use.  

The draft National Preventive Health Strategy (NPHS) also supports this need to refocus and 

outlines some of the social determinants, or “protective factors that contribute to positive 
mental health and wellbeing”. These include: 

• Positive family functioning; 

• Supportive communities; 

• Social support and strong social relationships (including online); 

• Physical activity; 

• Employment; 

• Consuming a nutritious diet; 

• Reduced alcohol intake; and 

• Access and use of green space. 

Given that several of these are linked to the wider determinants of health; health and 

wellbeing should be considered in all legislation and policies across all levels of government. 

The Mental Health and Wellbeing Act needs to be clear about how it relates to these social 

determinants of mental health, as well as how decision-makers under the new Act need to 

recognise and respond to them. 

Similarly, in response to these social determinants, it is evident that mental health issues are 

more pronounced in rural and regional areas, as well as areas of low socio-economic status. 

We elaborate on this below with a specific local context of data in Greater Bendigo. The Act 

https://www.pc.gov.au/news-media/speeches/mental-health
http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/consol_act/phawa2008222/
http://classic.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/vic/consol_act/phawa2008222/
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/about/publications/policiesandguidelines/victorian-public-health-wellbeing-plan-2019-2023
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/about/publications/policiesandguidelines/victorian-public-health-wellbeing-plan-2019-2023
https://consultations.health.gov.au/national-preventive-health-taskforce/draft-national-preventive-health-strategy/supporting_documents/Draft%20NPHS%20March%202021.pdf


also needs to acknowledge this reality so that the mental health system (and prevention 

efforts) can respond accordingly so that Victorians are treated equitably.  

This draft NPHS also recognises the importance of prevention early in life: 

“Infants and children, more than any other age group, are shaped and influenced by a 

range of social, biological and environmental factors. Their mental health and wellbeing 

cannot be separated from the broader context of their lives, which includes their own 

individual characteristics, their family, school, local neighbourhood, and community 

environments. Prevention and early intervention are vital elements in improving infant 

and child emotional and social wellbeing, and helping to prevent the development of 

mental illness as they journey into adolescence and adulthood.  

Adolescence and early adulthood is a critical time in a young person’s life, with research 
highlighting that more than 75% of mental health disorders begin before the age of 25. 

For people younger than 25 years old, mental health problems, especially anxiety and 

mood disorders, are the main cause of disability adjusted life-years, accounting for 45% 

of the global burden of disease.”  

While the proposed principle 13 of the Act has a focus on young people, it only relates to 

those people already receiving mental health and wellbeing services.  

We strongly encourage reviewing the policy achievements associated with protecting mental 

health outlined in the draft NPHS (p. 65).  

To form part of including a more prominent emphasis on prevention in the new Act, the 

Municipal Association of Victoria recommended that the new Act should recognise the role 

of local government in providing place-based mental health promotion and responses. 

Councils facilitate early intervention and prevention of mental health problems in numerous 

ways and encourage local solutions. To reflect the important role that local government plays, 

the Act needs to ensure State Government support for Councils to continue and increase 

their way of working in this way.  

In in the interests of including an emphasis on prevention in the new Act, it should be 

acknowledged that an effective preventive model will be led by a cross-sector effort and 

responsibilities will lie across multiple government departments and agencies, rather than 

just the Department of Health. Therefore, this Act should take advantage of the opportunity 

to influence other areas of legislation within Victoria.  

Governance 

Healthy Greater Bendigo support the Royal Commission’s recommendation to establish a 

Mental Health and Wellbeing Commission to hold government accountable for the 

performance, quality and safety of the mental health and wellbeing system. However, this 

should not compromise the opportunity to integrate other governance mechanisms so that 

the system doesn’t default to a ‘silo’ operation. An example of potential integration is 

mandating certain responsibilities to Rural and Regional Health Partnerships to benefit from 

their broad cross-section of disciplinary backgrounds and connection to local communities.   

Another governance or implementation model that should be considered is the model of the 

Gender Equality Act 2020. The requirement to consider the impacts of gender equality in key 

decision making is something that should be replicated in mental health prevention efforts. 
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Mental health in Greater Bendigo  

Mental health and wellbeing in our region is partially measured by the Healthy Heart of 

Victoria’s Active Living Census and the Greater Bendigo and Loddon Community Health and 

Wellbeing Profile.  

The Active Living Census is sent to every household in the Loddon Campaspe region 

(including Greater Bendigo) and asks respondents how satisfied they felt about life in general. 

In Greater Bendigo, 7.5% of respondents reported a low life satisfaction, which is much 

higher than the state average of 5.7%. In lower socio-economic status areas, this figure was 

generally higher, such as North Bendigo/California Gully (11.6%), White Hills/Jackass Flat 

(8.7%), and Heathcote and District (8.7%). 

The Active Living Census also asked respondents whether they felt valued by society. 

Unfortunately, 19.4% of Greater Bendigo respondents didn’t feel valued by society, and 
again, this figure was generally higher in lower SES areas, such as Epsom/Ascot (23.9%), 

Eaglehawk/Sailors Gully (23.7%), and Golden Square (23.6%).  

Not feeling valued by society and having low life satisfaction are serious issues that often 

translate into suicidal thoughts. The Community Health and Wellbeing Profile reported that 

between 2013 and 2017, there were 62 suicide deaths in Greater Bendigo. This equates to 

a rate that is higher than both the Victorian state rate (10.1*) and regional Victorian rate 

(13.4). In the areas of Bendigo (20.6) and Heathcote (24.8), the suicide rate was more than 

twice that of Victoria’s state-wide rate. 

Similarly, the rate of hospitalisations for injuries caused by intentional self-harm is higher in 

Greater Bendigo compared to the rest of Victoria. Between 2014 and 2019, Greater 

Bendigo’s rate (145*) was much higher than the Victorian state rate (105) and regional 

Victorian rate (119). This issue is most severe in people aged between 15 and 24 years, 

where the rate in Greater Bendigo (419) is also much higher than the Victorian state rate 

(263) and regional Victorian rate (335).  

These upsetting figures illustrate the need for a new Mental Health and Wellbeing Act to 

respond to the needs of Victorians by having a bigger emphasis on prevention, as well as 

focusing on young people and people living in rural and regional areas.  

*Rates based on cases per 100,000 people.  

Similar data needs to be made available for other areas in Victoria. A state-wide Active Living 

Census for Victoria would be a good starting point for increasing data availability for local 

governments, heath organisations and the community to enable place-based responses.  

For further information about this submission, contact Brendan Aikman, Population Health 

Officer (Planning and Policy) on 03 5434 6287 or by email, b.aikman@bendigo.vic.gov.au.    

Yours sincerely 

 
Amy Brown 
Executive Officer 
Healthy Greater Bendigo 

https://www.bendigo.vic.gov.au/Services/Community-and-Care/Active-Living-Census
https://www.bendigo.vic.gov.au/Services/Community-and-Care/Active-Living-Census
https://18feb8a3-80e1-4221-97ff-5c42ca4f5ee1.filesusr.com/ugd/c0043a_ba9f13b1a2d449a191229a1588307b17.pdf
https://18feb8a3-80e1-4221-97ff-5c42ca4f5ee1.filesusr.com/ugd/c0043a_ba9f13b1a2d449a191229a1588307b17.pdf
mailto:b.aikman@bendigo.vic.gov.au

