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LOCAL Psst! Hafa? You’re in the Local section of the Post – the news that concerns you the most. Do you have a news tip? Feel free to email editor@postguam.com. 

exceeded 2019’s 31 suicide deaths.
According to 2021 statistics for Jan. 

1 to July 31, Guam saw 18 deaths by 
suicide, with March being the deadliest 
with six. That actually ties with Octo-
ber 2020, which had six deaths – the 
most for a month in 2020.

“Guam’s suicide risks are seen high-
est among youth and young adults 
–almost half of those who died by 
suicide in the last 10 years occurred in 
individuals 30 years and younger,” the 
proclamation states.

However, officials noted, “There is 
hope.”

Therese Arriola, GHBWC director, 
said they've been able to provide a 
dedicated staff to the crisis hotline, 
which runs 24 hours a day, seven days 
a week. And they have trained volun-
teers who are able to step in and assist 
if there's a shortage of personnel to 
answer calls, something she said is 
particularly necessary as the island 
deals with the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Guam has seen a growing number 
of trained individuals and community 
gatekeepers who have completed 
evidence-based training on suicide 

prevention, intervention, and who 
provide activities aimed at reducing 
risk and promoting healing after a 
suicide death, officials stated. 

According to the proclamation, more 
than 300 individuals were trained in 
suicide prevention, including staff at 
LivingWorks Start, safeTALK, ASIST, 
and Assessing and Managing Suicide 
Risk in the last year.

Additionally, Behavioral Health 
and partners including the University 
of Guam and its I’Pinangon Campus 
Suicide Prevention Center, Guam 
Community College, Guam Depart-
ment of Education, Guam Army 
National Guard, and multiple nongov-
ernment organizations, including Sanc-
tuary Inc., Mañelu, LifeWorks Guam, 
Breaking Wave Theatre Company, 
GALA and others, are working to raise 
awareness about suicide and help 
those at risk.

Substance abuse
According to the Recovery Month 

proclamation, an estimated 25,000 
people in Guam are affected by mental 
health and substance use disorders.

“We must encourage relatives and 
friends of people with mental and 
substance use disorders and co-occur-

ring disorders to implement preventive 
measures, recognize the signs of a 
problem and encourage those in need 
of help to seek appropriate treatment 
and recovery support services,” the 
proclamation states.

Leon Guerrero added that “our atti-
tude with drug addiction and substance 
abuse should be that it is a drug issue 
and not necessarily a criminal issue and 
we need to approach it in that sense.”

“Whether you focus on an individual 

or ... a group, our responsibility as public 
officials and leaders is to provide the 
resources, the environment, the skills, 
the talent and everything we possibly 
can do to help individuals go through 
some very, very critical and stressful 
situations.”

To that end, the administration is 
working to provide additional facili-
ties to help people with substance use 
disorders, Lt. Gov. Josh Tenorio said.

“I’m hopeful that by this time next 
year we’re going to have additional 
inpatient capacity, for men in partic-
ular, at this government facility … in 
Talo'fo'fo,” he stated.

“We’re also making plans to 
construct a drug and alcohol building 
so we have more treatment spaces and 
we have more facilities that are going to 
be available for all of our peer support 
programs.”

He thanked the many organizations 
that provide peer support, calling it 
“the most effective thing.”

“The groups that are conducted in the 
nonprofit world … are some of the most 
effective and long-lasting, life-chang-
ing programs that are evidenced based 
that really can get people on the path to 
recovery," he said.

Suicide statistics
Month 2020 2021

January 4 1
February 3 2
March 0 6
April 1 2
May 3 2
June 5 2
July 5 3
August 5 –
September 1 –
October 6 –
November 3 –
December 4 –
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“I had a bulldozer come out and 
make it nice,” she added. “It’s so ugly 
now … and I don’t want the Land Trust 
people to take my land. I want to build 
me something but I can’t build … when 
there’s a lot of cars that’s not even 
mine.”

Kang said the vehicles showed up 
shortly after she cleaned the lot.

She said whoever is dumping the 

vehicles is ramming the chains she 
placed in hopes of securing the area 
and to let people know the lot is private 
property.

“And I can’t even do anything because 
they’re abandoned those cars … and I 
think it’s more than six,” she said.

She added that in addition to the 
abandoned vehicles, she’s also discov-
ered old tires discarded on her property.

Nicholas Lee, Guam Environmen-
tal Protection Agency spokesperson, 

said EPA recommends to property 
owners who find abandoned vehicles 
on their lots to first go to their respec-
tive mayor's office for assistance with 
disposal.

If that doesn't work, then they can 
call Guam EPA and they would track 
down the last known owners of the 
vehicles to remove them. 

There have been instances, however, 
when they've contacted the registered 
owners of the vehicle, only to find out 

that the vehicles were sold to another 
person who didn't register the vehicle, 
he said. Guam EPA will then have to 
track down that person.

When asked if previous efforts have 
typically worked out for private land-
owners, Lee acknowledged that's not 
always the case. 

Sablan said they will be starting a 
new cycle of picking up abandoned 
vehicles in October, which is the start 
of the new fiscal year.
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Guam is not seeing the same clus-
ters this time – due to vaccinations and 
preventive measures – but the island 
is seeing a lot of community spread, 
which can only be attributed to the 
delta variant of the novel coronavirus, 
according to Mbakwem.   

"Because it is so aggressive. It has 
actually changed our process," he said. 
"The older variant used to take at least 
five to seven days for it to be detected 
by the PCR test. The delta variant is 
three to four days, but the transmis-
sibility is so high, that even within 
the family unit, and this is what we're 
seeing with our data, is that families 
are getting so hard-hit."

Officials began noticing cases in 
the middle of July and in response, 
Mbakwem said, Public Health 
increased its testing capacity.

The island was not seeing a signif-
icant number of cases from estab-
lishments. Guam never abolished the 
mask mandate and that helped stem 
transmissions in public places, accord-
ing to Mbakwem.

"But at homes, the fire was actually 
raging," he added. "So when we started 
noticing all this, when we speak to 
family members ... we tell them please 

get your family members tested." 
Right now, if tested at Tiyan and 

you are symptomatic but don't test 
positive through rapid testing, the 
results are run through the GeneXpert 
system, according to Mbakwem.

"The reason being that as we are 
seeing that uptick in cases, we're 
using the PCR (tests) to actually 
target the infections but we're also 
looking at people who had symp-
toms so that we can target them. 
So now you're seeing this increase 
in numbers because we're testing 
more, we're reaching out to fami-
lies," Mbakwem said. "With this new 
treatment strategy we have now, we 
actually have the vaccines on one 
side and also this treatment option. 
So what we're going to see is that in 
the next few weeks, with all the strat-
egies in place, we're going to see the 
cases start dipping."

The treatment strategy Mbakwem 
is referring to is monoclonal antibody 
treatment. 

Health & Human 
Services sending support

Public Health Director Arthur San 
Agustin said the Guam Memorial 
Hospital is already administering the 
treatment to patients. The treatment 
is also administered at the Guam 

Regional Medical City. 
"What's happening is ... from test-

ing, those are then referred over for 
monoclonal antibody treatment at 
GRMC," San Agustin said, adding 
that Public Health staff are reaching 
out to private clinics who may also be 
interested in operating MAB treat-
ment sites. 

Public Health also contacted the 
Department of Health and Human 
Services, which is preparing to send 
Guam a 20-member team to will focus 
on providing the treatment through 
subcutaneous administration – two 
shots on the abdomen, one in the 
inner thigh and one in the upper arm, 
according to San Agustin. That method 
will take ten minutes plus an hour of 
observation. The other administration 
method is IV infusion, which takes an 
hour, plus another hour of observation.

"We are also looking at a having a 
Public Health site for this treatment as 
an option," San Agustin added. 

Data shows 'vaccines 
are working'

Territorial epidemiologist Dr. Ann 
Pobutsky presented statistical data. 

According to Pobutsky, an interest-
ing factor about the surge in August is 
that there are a huge number of cases 
in the hospital but not a corresponding 

number of cases in intensive care units. 
That's the big difference between the 
current surge and last year. 

"That's showing you likely this 
herd protection. That there's a lot of 
people in the hospital but they're not 
in the ICUs. They're not having severe 
illness. They're going to the hospital 
because they're scared and they're 
sick," Pobutsky said. 

All but one of 27 deaths this year 
were unvaccinated – preventable 
deaths – except for possibly deaths in 
January and February, she added. The 
only vaccinated death was an elderly 
woman with severe comorbidities, 
Pobutsky said.  

"So the vaccines are protecting 
against severe hospital issues and 
they're protecting against death. The 
vaccines are working," she added. 

The majority of the cases in the 
recent surge are among 18 to 39 year 
old adults – one of the lowest groups 
in terms of vaccination, according to 
Pobutsky. About 71% of people over 75 
years old are vaccinated, which needs 
to rise, she added.

Breakthrough cases – infections 
after vaccination – did increase after 
the August surge but the number of 
cases is six times higher among the 
unvaccinated. 
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