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On Saturday The Times reported on an apparently growing phenomenon in Europe: “Suicide by Economic Crisis,” (Please see below) people taking their own lives in despair over unemployment and business failure. It was a heartbreaking story. But I’m sure I wasn’t the only reader, especially among economists, wondering if the larger story isn’t so much about individuals as about the apparent determination of European leaders to commit economic suicide for the Continent as a whole. 

Just a few months ago I was feeling some hope about Europe. You may recall that late last fall Europe appeared to be on the verge of financial meltdown; but the European Central Bank, Europe’s counterpart to the Fed, came to the Continent’s rescue. It offered Europe’s banks open-ended credit lines as long as they put up the bonds of European governments as collateral; this directly supported the banks and indirectly supported the governments, and put an end to the panic. 

The question then was whether this brave and effective action would be the start of a broader rethink, whether European leaders would use the breathing space the bank had created to reconsider the policies that brought matters to a head in the first place. 

But they didn’t. Instead, they doubled down on their failed policies and ideas. And it’s getting harder and harder to believe that anything will get them to change course. 

Consider the state of affairs in Spain, which is now the epicenter of the crisis. Never mind talk of recession; Spain is in full-on depression, with the overall unemployment rate at 23.6 percent, comparable to America at the depths of the Great Depression, and the youth unemployment rate over 50 percent. This can’t go on — and the realization that it can’t go on is what is sending Spanish borrowing costs ever higher. 

In a way, it doesn’t really matter how Spain got to this point — but for what it’s worth, the Spanish story bears no resemblance to the morality tales so popular among European officials, especially in Germany. Spain wasn’t fiscally profligate — on the eve of the crisis it had low debt and a budget surplus. Unfortunately, it also had an enormous housing bubble, a bubble made possible in large part by huge loans from German banks to their Spanish counterparts. When the bubble burst, the Spanish economy was left high and dry; Spain’s fiscal problems are a consequence of its depression, not its cause. 

Nonetheless, the prescription coming from Berlin and Frankfurt is, you guessed it, even more fiscal austerity. 

This is, not to mince words, just insane. Europe has had several years of experience with harsh austerity programs, and the results are exactly what students of history told you would happen: such programs push depressed economies even deeper into depression. And because investors look at the state of a nation’s economy when assessing its ability to repay debt, austerity programs haven’t even worked as a way to reduce borrowing costs. 

What is the alternative? Well, in the 1930s — an era that modern Europe is starting to replicate in ever more faithful detail — the essential condition for recovery was exit from the gold standard. The equivalent move now would be exit from the euro, and restoration of national currencies. You may say that this is inconceivable, and it would indeed be a hugely disruptive event both economically and politically. But continuing on the present course, imposing ever-harsher austerity on countries that are already suffering Depression-era unemployment, is what’s truly inconceivable. 

So if European leaders really wanted to save the euro they would be looking for an alternative course. And the shape of such an alternative is actually fairly clear. The Continent needs more expansionary monetary policies, in the form of a willingness — an announced willingness — on the part of the European Central Bank to accept somewhat higher inflation; it needs more expansionary fiscal policies, in the form of budgets in Germany that offset austerity in Spain and other troubled nations around the Continent’s periphery, rather than reinforcing it. Even with such policies, the peripheral nations would face years of hard times. But at least there would be some hope of recovery. 

What we’re actually seeing, however, is complete inflexibility. In March, European leaders signed a fiscal pact that in effect locks in fiscal austerity as the response to any and all problems. Meanwhile, key officials at the central bank are making a point of emphasizing the bank’s willingness to raise rates at the slightest hint of higher inflation. 

So it’s hard to avoid a sense of despair. Rather than admit that they’ve been wrong, European leaders seem determined to drive their economy — and their society — off a cliff. And the whole world will pay the price. 

A version of this op-ed appeared in print on April 16, 2012, on page A19 of the New York edition with the headline: Europe’s Economic Suicide.
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TREVISO, Italy — On New Year’s Eve, Antonio Tamiozzo, 53, hanged himself in the warehouse of his construction business near Vicenza, after several debtors did not pay what they owed him. 

In Veneto, Italy, Stefano Zanatta leads a support group for struggling businesspeople. 

Three weeks earlier, Giovanni Schiavon, 59, a contractor, shot himself in the head at the headquarters of his debt-ridden construction company on the outskirts of Padua. As he faced the bleak prospect of ordering Christmas layoffs at his family firm of two generations, he wrote a last message: “Sorry, I cannot take it anymore.” 

The economic downturn that has shaken Europe for the last three years has also swept away the foundations of once-sturdy lives, leading to an alarming spike in suicide rates. Especially in the most fragile nations like Greece, Ireland and Italy, small-business owners and entrepreneurs are increasingly taking their own lives in a phenomenon some European newspapers have started calling “suicide by economic crisis.” 

Many, like Mr. Tamiozzo and Mr. Schiavon, have died in obscurity. Others, like the desperate 77-year-old retiree who shot himself outside the Greek Parliament on April 4, have turned their personal despair into dramatic public expressions of anger at the leaders who have failed to soften the blows of the crisis. 

A complete picture of the phenomenon across Europe is elusive, as some countries lag in reporting statistics and coroners are loath to classify deaths as suicides, to protect surviving family members. But it is clear that countries on the front line of the economic crisis are suffering the worst, and that suicides among men have increased the most. 

In Greece, the suicide rate among men increased more than 24 percent from 2007 to 2009, government statistics show. In Ireland during the same period, suicides among men rose more than 16 percent. In Italy, suicides motivated by economic difficulties have increased 52 percent, to 187 in 2010 — the most recent year for which statistics were available — from 123 in 2005. 

Researchers say the trend has intensified this year as government austerity measures took hold and compounded the hardships for many. While suicides often have many complex causes, researchers have found that severe economic stress corresponds to higher suicide rates. 

“Financial crisis puts the lives of ordinary people at risk, but much more dangerous is when there are radical cuts to social protection,” said David Stuckler, a sociologist at the University of Cambridge, who led a study published in The Lancet that found a sharp rise in suicides across Europe, particularly in seriously affected countries like Greece and Ireland from 2007 to 2009, years that coincided with the downturn. 

“Austerity can turn a crisis into an epidemic,” Mr. Stuckler added. 

Veneto, a region that was the engine of Italy’s economic growth in the 1990s, has been especially hard hit. In this part of the country, which includes the cities of Treviso, Vicenza and Padua, more than 30 small-business people have committed suicide in the last three years for reasons tied to their work as the area has been whipsawed by global trends including a drop in industrial orders, competition from China and tight bank credit. 

Though the phenomenon has been particularly acute in the region, it has recently spread to Bologna, Catania and Rome. 

In Rome this month, Mario Frasacco, 59, whose company made aluminum fixtures, killed himself, much to the shock of Rome’s small-business association, where he had been a board member. Other members were surprised when he suddenly cancelled a business trip with them to Dubai, in the United Arab Emirates, scheduled for May. 

“Now, unfortunately, we sadly understand the probable reason why,” Erino Colombi, the association’s president, said in a statement. The association has organized a candlelight vigil on Wednesday to honor the victims of the economic crisis in Rome. 

In Ireland, the phenomenon has been linked to what some therapists call Celtic Tiger depression, the period after 2008 characterized by an influx of middle-aged male patients who complained about sleeplessness and a lack of appetite in the aftermath of that nation’s destructive boom-and-bust real estate market. 

To search for answers, researchers for the National Suicide Research Foundation in Cork interviewed surviving relatives of 190 people who committed suicide in County Cork during the turbulent period from 2008 to March 2011. 

The victims were predominantly men, with an average age of 36. Almost 40 percent were unemployed, and 32 percent worked in construction as plumbers, electricians and plasterers, said Ella Arensman, the foundation’s director of research. Generally, she added, they suffered from a constellation of problems: financial struggles, unemployment, broken relationships and loneliness. 

Across Europe, men are the most vulnerable, particularly unmarried men who have weak family and government support, according to Mr. Stuckler, the sociologist. Alcohol abuse is a frequent contributing factor, he said, adding, “It’s really important to have friends and family you can trust in hard times.” 

Indeed, during one dark night in his life, George Mordaunt, 44, said he nearly became a statistic. For three years, until 2007, he helped to build up his family’s 30-year-old automobile business in Clonmel, in southern Ireland, adding three new dealerships. Then, in 2008, the crisis struck. Now all that remains is the original family dealership. 

Mr. Mordaunt said he considered suicide after a tough-talking banker threatened to seize his home if he did not repay his loans: “Save the sob story. We want our money. If that means taking your family home, we’ll do it,” he recalled being told. 

That night, he said, he wandered into his sleeping son’s room, dwelling on the fate of another man he knew who had committed suicide and imagining his own funeral with his children marching behind a hearse. 

“How many other people lie awake at night with the same fears?” he asked. “How many people are on the verge of losing everything? Everyone in Ireland must become active in our rescue. 

“We don’t communicate and don’t share because we are laced with unreal pride. My view is you become active and stand up to the banks.” 

Mr. Mordaunt ultimately founded a counseling service, Insight, offering advice to people seeking to renegotiate bank debt. 

Such circumstances are sometimes reversed in Italy, where in some cases it is the government that has not paid its debts to struggling businessmen. National legislation aimed at curbing public spending has caused state and local administrations to rack up billions of dollars in outstanding bills with creditors, putting a squeeze on many small businesses. 

“That is the madness of this crisis, that people kill themselves because they haven’t been paid by public institutions,” said Massimo Nardin, a spokesman for the Padua Chamber of Commerce. 

On average, government agencies pay their bills within 180 days, but in the public health sector that can stretch to two or three years, one of the worst records in Europe, says Marco Beltrandi, a lawmaker from the Radical Party. He estimated the outstanding credit as between $118.3 billion and $131.5 billion. 

“Late payments were always the norm,” Mr. Beltrandi said, “but now it’s gotten out of hand. That’s why the problem has exploded.” 

Private creditors are holding back, too. “The problem is the system, no one is paying any more — private, public, it’s all blocked,” said Salvatore Federico, general secretary of the Veneto branch of the Filca Cisl construction workers’ union. “The situation in general is stalled, and my sense is that no one knows how to get out of it.” 

In the Veneto, the spate of suicides is a mark of social unease in a territory where the Roman Catholic Church used to hold considerable sway. 

“Work became the religion here, and over time it has weakened the family — because if all you do is work, work, work, you have little else to fall on when that fails,” said the Rev. Davide Schiavon, who heads the Treviso branch of the Catholic charity Caritas, which recently inaugurated a program to assist businesspeople facing financial difficulties. (Father Schiavon is not related to Giovanni Schiavon.) 

Social scientists say that some nations, like Sweden or Finland, avoided a rise in suicide rates in times of crisis because they invested in labor-market projects — initiatives to help get people back on their feet — instead of cash handouts. 

In some places, community groups and charities have tried to provide a patchwork of aid along with suicide prevention campaigns to raise awareness. In Ireland, at Saint Peter and Paul’s parish in Clonmel, the church offered a three-day seminar on themes like “Suicide in Recessionary Times.” 

Suicide prevention hot line numbers are posted in gas stations on the road to Dublin, and a number of prominent figures are speaking out on the issue, among them the president of Ireland, rugby stars and U2’s bass player, Adam Clayton, who is raising money for free mental health services for young adults with a national Walk in My Shoes day on April 26. 

In Italy, business associations and trade unions, in a rare show of unity, say they are frustrated that the issue has not gotten more attention. 

“This is a social malaise, we’re inside a tunnel and there’s no light at any end,” said Mr. Federico, whose union is starting a new foundation to assist victims of the economic crisis. The daughters of Giovanni Schiavon and Antonio Tamiozzo are among the founding members. 

“PEOPLE DON’T KILL THEMSELVES JUST BECAUSE THEY HAVE DEBTS,” MR. FEDERICO SAID, “IT’S A COMBINATION OF FACTORS THAT LEAD TO DESPERATION”. 

“But what links all these situations ultimately is indifference, and lack of respect for the years of work that they’d done,” he said. “On some level, they must have felt that.” 

Elisabetta Povoledo reported from Treviso, and Doreen Carvajal from Lahardane, Ireland.

The Spanish Case: Suicides in Spain 1998 – 2010, SUMMARY

2010 = Total: 3,145; Male: 2456 = 78.09%; Female: 689 = 21.90%

2009 = Total: 3,429; Male: 2743 = 80.00%; Female: 686 = 20.00%

2008 = Total: 3,421; Male: 2648 = 77.40%; Female: 773 = 22.60%

2007 = Total: 3,263; Male: 2526 = 77.40%; Female: 737 = 22.60%

2006 = Total: 2,017; Male: 1480 = 73.37%; Female: 537 = 26.63%

2005 = Total: 2,227; Male: 1585 = 71.17%; Female: 642 = 28.83%

2004 = Total: 2,269; Male: 1665 = 73.38%; Female: 604 = 26.62%

2003 = Total: 2,205; Male: 1685 = 76.41%; Female: 520 = 23.59%

2002 = Total: 2,258; Male: 1680 = 74.40%; Female: 578 = 25.60%

2001 = Total: 2,212; Male: 1611 = 72.83%; Female: 601 = 27.17%

2000 = Total: 2,525; Male: 1842 = 72.95%; Female: 683 = 27.05%

1999 = Total: 2,446; Male: 1798 = 73.50%; Female: 648 = 26.50%

1998 = Total: 2,598; Male: 1894 = 72.90%; Female: 687 = 26.44%

Issues To Note:

1. SOURCE: (Spanish) INSTITUTE NATIONAL OF (E)STATISTICS or INE & Spanish press:
http://www.ine.es/jaxi/menu.do?L=0&type=pcaxis&path=%2Ft18/p427&file=inebase
2. Annual average male suicides 1998 - 2006 = 1.693 (15,240: 9)
    Annual average male suicides 2007 - 2010 = 2.593 (10 373: 4)
    Annual average female suicides 1998 - 2010 = 645 1998 -2010 (8385: 13)

3. While between 1998 and 2006, the suicide rate of women is on average 26.49% (238.43: 9), between 2007 and 2010 this percentage drops to 21.77% (87.1: 4). Obviously, the opposite happening with men.

One would have to ask the reasons for this dramatic and so extraordinary change: 900 (nine hundred) more men have committed suicide in the period between 2007 and 2010 with an increase of 53,16%.
4. While according to the INE, the average percentage of annual deaths per 100,000 women in the above mentioned years are in the 0,81% and men at 0.90%, with a small difference of 0.09%, in the annual issue of suicide it is between 22% for women and 78% for men, or what is the same: 162% more men who committed suicides in the period 1998-2006, and 302% more between 2007 to 2010.

That is, these percentages do not have a relationship of logic and common sense and should be investigated what are the causes that lead men to commit suicide almost three times more than women.

But that study is not a trivial matter. The same INE confirms that road traffic deaths have decreased by up to 50% in those years.

5. Most plausible causes of those men suicides can be:
5.1 The implementation of the LIVG (Gender Violence Act), with 98% of the cases decided in favour of women, leaving men in their underwear and virtually forcing them to live under a bridge as a house.
5.2 The application of the rules of Wild Capitalism (W.C.) in Europe, giving commercial banks the opportunity to buy Central Bank money at 1% and use it to buy government debt that the Spanish Government (the Spanish People) must pay at around 6% interest, which is much more attractive for them than to offer credit to SMEs, which are going bankrupt at a very high rate due to lack of cash flow.
5.3 Particularly in Spain by the NO application of Article 93.2 of the Decree of Employment dated September 24, 1970, which allows employers to retire and keep their business open appointing a Managing Director, but which the Spanish bureau-crazy forces to close their businesses if they want to retire, which has meant, according to former Minister of Industry Miguel Sebastián, in a presentation to the Council of Government on 6 June 2010, the closing of 2,000,000 companies from 24 Sep 1970 to today.
5.4 The long delay in the payment of the Administration to SMEs, usually two years but a recent request by the Central Government, found invoices in the drawers of local institutions dating back to 2004.
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