Inquests into the deaths of

Roxanne Jane RICHARDSON (1222/04)

Luke RICHARDSON (1223/04)

Grace RICHARDSON (1224/04)

Michael RICHARDSON (1225/04)

At 8.30am on Monday 12 July 2004 the bodies of Michael and Roxanne Richardson were discovered together with the bodies of their children Luke and Grace in the family home at East Gresford.

Roxanne Richardson, 30 old, had been stabbed in the chest and subsequently suffocated. Luke Richardson, 3 years old, had been suffocated in a face down position by a relatively soft object.  Grace Richardson, 20 months, had been suffocated face up. All three bodies had been ‘posed’ alongside each other on the bed.  The body on the bed closest to the wall of the bedroom was that of Michael Richardson, the 32-year-old father and estranged husband.  He died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the head sustained after he had killed the other members of his family.

The Family

Roxanne, born 24 March 1974, was the youngest of three daughters born to Lynette and Stuart HOPSON.

When Roxanne was about 21 years old, Michael Richardson had been hired by Stuart Hopson to spray lantana on his property. Roxanne knew of Michael prior to the hiring however it was not until after this meeting that they formed a relationship.

Lynette Hopson says of her daughter’s earlier relationship with Michael “he had a lot of good qualities and he worked hard and treated Roxanne decently.  Over the time that they went out I became aware that he was very involved in the rodeo circuit.  Apart from his work as a rural fencer this seemed to be his real passion in life.  He was a pretty tough guy, he won a lot of awards with his rodeo riding but he also had a lot of injuries.  He had a few stays in hospitals around the state from bad falls, stiches cuts and all that sort of thing.” 

Roxanne shared Michael’s passion for rodeos.

Michael Richardson was one of three children born to Ronald and Judith Richardson.  His parents divorced when Michael was in high school. Michael and his sister Julie stayed with their father on his property, his other sister Kylie lived with their mother in Maitland.

Ronald describes the effect of this break up on his son “I know this split up caused a lot of upset to Michael. I could see a change in him after his mother left.  He became quiet and very reserved about things”.

Ronald started dating his current wife Ruth at the same time Michael and Roxanne developed their relationship.  Michael resented his father’s new union for some years and it was only over the last two years that he started to accept his stepmother.

Michael and Roxanne had purchased the property at 55 Durham Road, East Gresford prior to marrying in 1998.  

Jamie Turner was Michael’s best friend and ‘best man’ at his wedding. He was a confident to both Michael and Roxanne during the course of the marriage.

After the wedding the relationship between Lynette Hobson and her son in law soured.  Stuart Hopson found it difficult to communicate with Michael who was quiet and withdrawn.

Roxanne fell pregnant with their first child Luke in early 2000. After his birth in October, Roxanne’s family would mind the baby on the days Roxanne went to work. 

Tensions developed between Michael and Roxanne’s mother Lynette as Michael resented her close bond with her daughter and grandchildren.

Michael’s father believes the tensions between his son and Roxanne developed after the birth of their son.

The Hopson family first became aware of arguments between Roxanne and Michael after the birth of their first child, Luke.

In 2002 Roxanne gave birth to their second child, Grace on 27 November.  Roxanne’s family believed Michael was becoming increasingly controlling over their contact with their daughter and grandchildren.

Michael Richardson’s earlier suicide attempt

In February 2003, Roxanne underwent gallbladder surgery.  She was extremely unwell following the operation and was given great support by her mother and other members of her family. This seemed to infuriate Michael who deemed them to be interfering. 

The day after his wife was released from hospital, Michael attempted suicide in the family home.  He had ingested poison (organic phosphate) and as a result was flown to the Mater Hospital, Newcastle.  

When Jamie Turner was told of Michael’s attempt to end his life, he visited him in the hospital.  He says of that visit:  “Michael was alone in a normal ward.  Once again I can’t remember the exact words of our conversation but I was surprised by his attitude. He acted like he was there for something trivial, like a broken bone or a sickness.  He didn’t seem ashamed by what had happened and just talked normally.  I thought the attempt on his life was done for attention and he had achieved his aim.  I was surprised that the hospital let him out shortly after, but they did.  Just before we left Michael said “I’ll see you at the show next weekend’.  I remember that because I was surprised that he was carrying on as if nothing happened.”

When Michael was released after treatment he immediately went back to work ‘as if nothing had happened’.

On 8 March 2003, Michael’s grandfather, Eric Hancock, committed suicide by shooting himself.  On learning of his grandfather’s suicide, Michael commented,  “at least he did the job properly”, no doubt comparing this event with his own earlier failed attempt to end his own life.

The family situation continued to deteriorate. 

Lynette Hopson recalls Luke telling her that he didn’t love his daddy “because he is always making mummy cry”.
Whilst members of both the Richardson and Hopson families have provided information regarding the tensions in Michael and Roxanne’s relationship, the more objective account of the problems that existed between the two in the lead up to the killings can be found in the evidence of Lisa Sales who counselled both Roxanne and Michael, separately and together.

Psychological Counselling and Family Support

Following Michael’s suicide attempt, the couple were referred to psychologist Lisa Sales, Co-ordinator, Dungog Child and Family Work, a program of Wesley DALMAR Family Care.

Michael had initially refused to attend for counselling, as he believed it was a waste of time.

Roxanne’s initial consultation with Ms Sales revealed her insecurity regarding her own ability to manage her family; she was worried she was not a good enough mother. 

Ms Sales told the inquest:  “After several sessions Michael agreed to attend one of our sessions which took place in the family home.  Michael stated to me that Roxanne was an incompetent mother as evidence by ‘by her over reliance on her mother to help care for the children’.  Michael asked me to convince Roxanne that she should be able to care for the children alone.

“Michael has always presented as very dogmatic.  He believed very strongly that his views were the only views and he was stubborn minded in that he was totally non-negotiable about any of his ideas.  He often belittled Roxanne saying she was far too soft on the children and that she should be able to cope better.

“Michael had told me that he could only trust himself and nobody else.  That he has had a hard life and it hadn’t hurt him only making him stronger”.

Michael told Lisa Sales he could not understand Roxanne’s family’s emotional closeness. Roxanne told the Counsellor that Michael had blamed her for his suicide attempt because she was too occupied with the children.

Ms Sales stated that Michael was emotionally abusive in the relationship.  Despite this, at the end of 2003, Roxanne had asked Lisa Sales to have less contact with them, as she believed the dynamics had changed between her and her husband as they were fighting less frequently. 

On 28 January 2004 Ms Sales telephoned Roxanne to check on her wellbeing. Roxanne asked to meet with her as “things weren’t going so well anymore”.

When Roxanne met with Lisa Sales on 20 February 2004, Roxanne told her Michael’s outbursts had become more frequent and that he had accused her of having affairs.  Roxanne denied any involvement with any other man. The constant tension was impacting on the children. Roxanne was frightened of Michael and Ms Sales advised her to seek the protection of an Apprehended Domestic Violence Order.  Roxanne did not act on that suggestion.

On 4 March in a telephone conversation with Ms Sales, Roxanne spoke of an emotional outburst where Michael threw a plate against a wall. This followed an argument about Roxanne’s mother helping with the children.

Despite this, Roxanne was slowly gaining confidence and resisted Michael’s manipulation, however she still remained fearful of his reactions in any confrontation.

On 19 March Roxanne told Lisa Sales of another outburst where Michael had smashed a ceramic wedding memento.  Ms Sales believed the violence was escalating and told Roxanne to ring the police if necessary.

During Easter 2004 Roxanne and Michael argued heavily. 

On 12 April Lynette Hopson looked after the children while Michael and Roxanne discussed their relationship. With things unresolved, Roxanne left Michael to stay with her mother until 16 April.

On 28 April, Roxanne told Lisa Sales that Michael was becoming more unpredictable.  He would sulk for long periods of time and she felt he was punishing her for expressing her own views. Lisa and Roxanne discussed a ‘safety plan’, Roxanne could stay with her family should the need arise.

26 May 2004, Ms Sales again met with Roxanne at her home. Roxanne stated Michael’s behaviour was becoming more ‘tyrannical’. Leaving the family home was again discussed as an option for Roxanne and her children.

Michael telephoned Lisa Sales on 6 June leaving a message on her answering machine.  He wanted an appointment for both he and his wife.

On 7 June, Lisa Sales returned the call, however spoke only to Roxanne.  Roxanne explained that Michael had caught her kissing his best friend Jamie after attending a local play.

Roxanne’s version to Michael and Lisa Sales was that Jamie kissed her unexpectedly and she found herself kissing him back. Michael allegedly saw it happen but did not confront them at that time.  When Roxanne returned home she confessed to her husband. Michael reacted by slapping her across the face. 

Lisa stated, “Roxanne said that she knew then that she had to leave………Roxanne had made a pact with herself that if ever Michael hit her she would leave.  I encouraged her again to seek an AVO and to prioritise hers and her children’s safety”. 

Michael subsequently apologised for striking his wife, however on 10 June Roxanne moved to her parents’ home with the children.  Concerned about Michael’s reaction, Ms Sales again suggested that Roxanne secure the protection of an Apprehended Domestic Violence Order. Again that suggestion was not adopted.

Later that day, Michael rang Lisa Sales “asking if I was aware that Roxanne had moved out of the family home. He sounded very angry and told me that he was extremely hurt that Roxanne would separate the children from their father this way”. 

Over the next few days Michael tried to convince Roxanne to return home.  On one occasion (and against her will) he had driven her to Nelson Bay to talk to her. During the course of his driving he would screech to a halt or turn the wheel sharply to have the car veer to the side of the road. This only proved to frightened her further. 

As well as seeking counselling from Ms Sales, Michael had once called into his mother in law’s home to have a ‘heart to heart’.  On 11 June he spoke with her for a number of hours.  This was particularly curious as Michael fiercely resented his mother in law.

They spoke about Roxanne kissing Jamie Turner and Michael admitted assaulting Roxanne.  He alarmed Mrs Hopson by saying, “Roxanne gets these things going on in my head and I cannot get them out”.  When he said that he looked angrily at Mrs Hopson and began thumping both sides of his head.

Roxanne told her mother “Mum its over.  I cannot make it work with him.  My marriage to Michael is over”.

On 16 June 2004 Lisa Sales met with both Michael and Roxanne. At this meeting Michael informed Ms Sales that his general practitioner had prescribed him antidepressants and that he could now think clearly.  

Ms Sales states: “Michael was very adamant when he said that Roxanne was behaving cruelly by choosing to live apart.  He told me that he had hit Roxanne and that she deserved it and that he was not sorry for doing so.  He stated quite loudly that he would never regret his actions.  Michael said that despite this it would never happen again.

“Roxanne raised the issue of past violence…and Michael minimised this.  Michael said to me that he gets really frustrated and that sometimes he just snaps.  I told Michael and Roxanne that people get killed sometimes when someone just snaps. I told them that it is too late then to be sorry.”

On 17 June Michael again grabbed his head in front of Roxanne saying: “Things are coming into my head and I have to get them out”. Frightened and alarmed, Roxanne and the children retreated to her parent’s home once again.

On the 18 June Roxanne advised Ms Sales that she was moving back into her own home as Michael had agreed to stay on his father’s property in a shed.  Roxanne told Lisa Sales she would change the locks at the property as she was frighted of Michael.

“She said Michael had access to his father’s guns and that at anytime Michael was in Gresford he would have to pass the family home in order to return to his father’s property.  Roxanne said that this made her feel vulnerable and she didn’t know what lengths that Michael might go to, to intimidate her into letting him come home to ‘his home’ and see ‘his children’ when ever he wanted”.

Michael also rang to speak with Ms Sales on the 18th.

Both Michael and Roxanne met with Lisa Sales on 23 June and 5 July 2004.  Michael suggested at the latter meeting that he was seeing his own psychologist.  The issues surrounding domestic violence and family abuse were discussed at length.  Michael was still exhibiting manipulative behaviour. A further consultation was scheduled for Roxanne alone on 13 July 2004. Tragically Roxanne was not to keep the appointment.

The relationship between Roxanne, Michael and Jamie Turner.

Jamie Turner had known Michael at School.  He knew Roxanne through his friendship with Michael.

The two men were very close. Jamie was the best man at Michael and Roxanne’s wedding.

Jamie Turner did not know there were any problems in the marriage until Roxanne started to confide in him. This was after Michael’s suicide attempt.  

Jamie Turner’s believed that his friend’s suicide was attention seeking and his opinion was strengthened when Michael eventually confessed that at the time he swallowed the poison he was holding baby Grace on his lap knowing that when Grace cried Roxanne would find him and thus intervene to stop his death. 

The weekend following his hospitalisation Michael was in a rodeo competition at the Gresford Show.  Jamie Turner was judging the event.  

Roxanne had been told of Mr Hancock’s suicide and approached Jamie to ask him to help her deliver the news to Michael that his grandfather had just killed himself.  

Jamie Turner states that when told Michael simply replied,  “I guess he had to show me that he could do it”.  That evening Michael, Jamie and some other male friends got drunk together.

During the turmoil of their relationship, both Roxanne and Michael would speak (independently of each other) to Jamie Turner about their marriage problems.

Despite maintaining his friendship with Jamie, Michael constantly accused Roxanne of having an affair with his friend.  He also told Jamie that he knew his friend had strong feelings for his wife.  Both Jamie and Roxanne denied any impropriety when questioned by Michael.

Jamie Turner said of Michael’s disposition towards Roxanne “The relationship seemed fine as far as I was aware.  Michael liked to control most of Roxanne’s’ life.   

It was however on 4 June after Roxanne and Jamie had attended a local play with friends, that they declared their feelings for each other and kissed (this is the kiss witnessed by Michael). It was at this time that the relationship between Roxanne and Jamie developed beyond friendship.

Michael eventually moved out of the family home on 26 June 2004. Roxanne and the children moved in the following Wednesday. Roxanne wanted Michael to maintain contact with his children during the separation and there was regular contact between them.

At the same time Roxanne and Jamie developed a close and intimate relationship.  

Michael and Roxanne were still receiving counselling although Roxanne believed their marriage was at an end. Michael was of a different opinion.

Michael’s continued to visit with his family and those visits became more frequent.  He telephoned a number of times each day and often had dinner with Roxanne and the children.  He visited the house to use the washing machine and other amenities and on 11 July he had arranged to do just that.

Roxanne had fitted new locks to the property on 3 July to allow her some control over his comings and goings. It is believed that Michael was not aware that this had occurred. 

On the 11 July Roxanne had organised to go shopping with her mother, sister and children.  As Michael was expected in the house that day, she told him she would leave the house open.

Detective Fox told the inquest: “After returning from East Maitland it was noticed that Michael’s clothing was hanging on the line.  He had also left a message on the answering machine for Roxanne to ring him, which she did.  He told her that he wanted to see the children and arranged to visit.  When Mrs Hopson questioned this Roxanne stated, “He is the kid’s father.” And then commented “I want to tell him a few things”. Mrs Hopson told her daughter to be careful and Roxanne responded, “Mum he won’t hurt me or the kids”. She agreed to ring her mother when Michael left and this was the last occasion (Mrs Hopson) saw them.

The following morning when Roxanne did not answer her phone Mrs Hopson drove to the house.  The house was locked. She noticed Michael’s utility in the driveway and immediately knew something was wrong.  Eventually Ron Richardson, Michael’s father attended the property and the bodies of the entire family were found in the bedroom.

The Issues

Whilst the ‘cause and manner’ of all their deaths were clear, the inquest was mandatory due to the homicide of Roxanne, Luke and Grace.

Section 14B (1) An inquest is required to be held in the following cases:

(a) a case in which it appears to the coroner that the person died or might have died as a result of homicide (not including suicide)

Firearms -
At the time these deaths were reported in the media, much was said about the return of Michael Richardson’s firearms following his suicide attempt.  

Michael Richardson had continually held a firearm’s licence (in some form) since 22 June 1989.  Despite his suicide attempt in February 2003, the New South Wales Police Firearms Registry had not been notified. There was no requirement under the legislation for notification nor was there an informal system for notification. 

It was not until Michael applied for a renewal of his licence that his act of self-harm became known. The evidence of Kathryn FARRAR is that whilst there are automatic computer checks undertaken daily to search for any new information that would effect the status of approximately 180,000 firearm licence holders: “Suicide attempts were not included in the automatic catchment for notification at that time so we were not notified by the system of any concerns.” When Michael applied to have his licence renewed, a computer search revealed a minor entry for ‘Light fire without a permit’ dating back to 1998.  This caused a manual search of police records by Laurie CAMPBELL, which disclosed the 2003 suicide attempt.

As a result his firearms licence was not renewed. The police undertook further inquiries. Firearms were to be seized and Michael was required to provide a medical opinion (preferably a psychiatrist) that he was fit to be re-issued with his guns and licence. On 3 December 2003 Dr Ross, Michael’s medical practitioner for twenty years opined in a letter to the Registry I feel that he is able to exercise continuous and responsible control over a firearm”. As a result, Michael’s firearms licence was re-issued and his guns returned.

Ms Farrar states: After Mr Richardson’s initial suicide attempt, his medical assessment and return of his firearms I became concerned at possible failing in the system allowing persons who had potential for self-harm to retain their licence and firearms.  I was not happy even before the murder/suicide in July 2004 about the fact that Mr Richardson (and others for that matter) was able to have his licence returned on the basis of a favourable medical assessment”.  Ms Farrar embarked on a course to implement changes to ensure all self-harm issues were subject to notification and therefore captured on the Firearm Registry system. Ms Farrar also ensured the application for Firearms Licences allowed the capture of this important information. I absolutely support her efforts and commend her for her responsible and proactive approach to her very important duties.

It is a nonsense that a medical practitioner can simply ‘certify’ that the applicant is a ‘fit and proper person’ following a suicide attempt.  Following any attempt at suicide many issues remain unresolved as they did in this case.  Whilst Michael killed his family by other means, it is not known if having the firearm gave him some sense of comfort knowing that following his awful deed he could easily take his own life with his rifle.  That will never be known.

There is evidence that Michael knew that all he had to do was tell the doctors what he wanted them to hear to secure his firearm licence once more.

There is no doubt that he would have been considered a person who had a ‘genuine reason’ under the Firearms Act for requiring a firearm, however the recency of his suicide attempt should have precluded him from the issue of a licence. The Commissioner took that step however Dr Ross’ opinion weighed in favour of the re-issue of the licence ‘on review’.

Treatment following self-harm - 
Family members raised the issue of Michael’s treatment at the Mater Hospital following his suicide attempt 17 months before this event. Amongst other things, they were concerned that he had been released too early. 

The evidence of Dr Safranko, Michael’s treating physician in hospital, is that Michael received appropriate treatment and was released only after he was satisfied that Michael was not harbouring any suicidal ideation.  Michael appeared mentally well on release.

Unfortunately the treatment of the mentally ill/mentally disordered is often an issue at inquest.  Dr Safranko’s treatment of his patient was appropriate in the circumstances.

Michael was controlling and manipulative and his disposition remained the same in the hospital setting.   

One matter however, not obvious as an issue until evidence was taken at inquest, was Michael’s antidepressant medication prescribed by his General Practitioner. 

Michael had been prescribed ‘Citalopram’ from the 13 April 2004. 

Dr Safranko first flagged it as an issue during the course of his evidence. The question was ‘had this medication exacerbated Michael’s aggressive behaviour?’

At post mortem his Citalopram level was 0.9mg/L - high but not fatal.

Professor Alison Jones, Professor of Medicine and Clinical Toxicology considered the possibility of Citalopram contributing ‘to the odd behaviour of Michael Richardson and the possible murder of his family’.

Professor Jones states in here report: “ Whether the Citalopram could have been responsible or exacerbated violent outbursts is a very controversial area in the medical literature and in medical practice with differing interpretations of the evidence……Citalopram is an antidepressant drug which acts by selective serotonin re-uptake inhibition (SSRI).  There is some level of belief and agreement that all SSRI drugs in high dose can produce delirium/serotonergic toxicity associated with disturbed behaviour of various sorts. There is less certainty about therapeutic doses and early behavioural change – where there are at least many reports of increased aggression, behaviour change, violent nightmares, homicidal acts and suicidal ideation”.

Professor Jones had considered all the evidence of Michael’s aggressive and worsening behaviour. She states it is suspected that he was taking well in excess of the dosage of Citalopram prescribed to him prior to the killings. 

She opines: “ it is possible that the Citalopram may have contributed to bizarre behaviour, increased aggression and possibly murder/suicide.  It is also very likely that external factors such as the suicide of Mr Richardson’s grandfather have contributed, together with relationship issues.”

Whilst the evidence is inconclusive, the possibility that Citalopram may have been a contributing factor in these deaths cannot be discounted. I note there is ongoing research into the possible side effects of the drug. The sadness here is that if Citalopram exacerbated Michael’s mental instability it did it at a time when he believed he was being helped. 

The issue of Domestic Violence -
The families were alarmed that Lisa Sales had flagged to the couple the possibility of domestic violence escalating and resulting in homicide.  Ms Sales’ evidence was that she wanted both Roxanne and Michael to understand that it all can go terrible wrong when people just ‘snap’.  She was highlighting the seriousness of their situation. 

The families believed she may have planted a ‘seed’ in Michael’s mind that the only way to resolve these issues was to bring about the deaths of Roxanne and the children.  I do not agree.  Michael’s alarming behaviour needed to be confronted ‘head on’.  Roxanne’s acquiescence in applying for a Domestic Violence Order also needed to be rigorously challenged. Had an order been put in place, Michael’s firearms would have been seized and the police alerted to the violence in their home.

Ms Sales provided tremendous support for both Roxanne and Michael.  Unfortunately neither one of them headed her advice. The best she could do in the circumstances was to be there when support was required.  Ms Sales could not step away from the confidentiality of the relationship between her and her patient/client to alert police.

I do believe, however, that there should be legislative change to make mandatory reporting to police if a health professional (including counsellors) believes a person is at risk to themselves or others if they have access to firearms.

Conclusion

Detective Fox believes Michael intended to return home to his father’s place (where he was living) after visiting Roxanne and the children.  There were a number of indicators to support this including food that was being defrosted for dinner that night.

Detective Fox opines: “In all likelihood the murder of his family was not a planned act, but more a spontaneous decision made in a moment of rage”. I agree with this view.

Detective Fox believes the evening to have unfolded this way: 

“From all the evidence it appears that the children were given their dinner, bathed and put to bed around their normal times.  Roxanne had already indicated she was not happy with Michael calling in and staying well into the evenings.  She had indicated to her mother earlier that afternoon that she wanted to tell Michael a few things. Her mother felt that by this she meant that she was going to tell Michael that the marriage was irretrievably over.  This combined with Michael’s annoyance at discovering the house locks had been changed, his unwavering belief that the separation was only temporary may have culminated in one of his ‘snaps’ he described to Psychologist Lisa Sales.

“It is most likely Roxanne was murdered first….the lack of blood from Roxanne on any floor is consistent with the initial stabbing having occurred in the main bedroom……...

“He used the knife to stab Roxanne in the upper chest.  The injuries to Roxanne’s left hand are indicative of defensive wounds in an apparent attempt to fend off the attack………

“She was then lifted onto the bed by Michael by Michael…..she was placed on her chest and her face was pressed down with a pillow into the bedding”  Detective Fox believes Roxanne would have struggled and this would account for some bruising found on her body.

“It is not known which child was murdered first; however one might assume that Luke was Michael’s next victim.  The basis for this is that Grace would not be able to leave her cot.  Due to her age she was least likely to be alarmed if she had heard her mother’s struggle or cries for help.  Michael hand may have thought that Luke on the other hand may have been woken by the noise and attempted to leave his bed.  In any case it appears that both children were still in theirs beds and were murdered whilst they slept.  Luke was suffocated by pushing his head down into his pillow using a second pillow, possibly the one lying on a chair adjacent to his bed.  He was then carried into the main bedroom and placed on the right side of his mother.  Grace was suffocated face up and similarly carried into the main bedroom.  She was placed on Roxanne’s left side on top of her mother’s outstretched left arm.  According to Dr Lee both children would have known little of their deaths……

“Michael has then prepared for his own death obtaining the rifle from his vehicle….He lay on the far side of the bed next to Luke.  He has placed the rifle on his chest under a pillow, which would have muffled any noise to some extent.  He then placed the end of the barrel under his chin and pulled the trigger.  Death would have been instantaneous”.

On that day, 11 July, Michael had written in his diary before visiting Roxanne “I am hurting so much nothing matters to me any more but ‘my family’.  They are getting taken from me”.

Findings

I find that Roxanne Richardson (nee Hopson) died on 11 July 2004 at 55 Durham Road, East Gresford. The cause of death is the ‘combined effects of stab wound of the chest and asphyxia’. The manner of death is ‘homicide’ by a person since deceased.

I find that Luke Richardson died on 11 July 2004 at 55 Durham Road, East Gresford.  The cause of death is ‘suffocation’. The manner of death is ‘homicide’ by a person since deceased.

I find that Grace Richardson died on 11 July 2004 at 55 Durham Road, East Gresford. The cause of death is ‘suffocation’.  The manner of death is ‘homicide’ by a person since deceased.  

I find that Michael Richardson died on 11 July 2004 at 55 Durham Road, East Gresford. The cause of death is a ‘gunshot wound to the head’.  The manner of death is ‘suicide’.

Recommendations

To the Minister for Police and Police Commissioner:

· That the Firearms Act (Section 79) be amended to ensure mandatory notification to police by all health professionals (including counsellors) if they believe or suspect that a person is at risk of self harm or harming another by having access to firearms

· That where an applicant for a Firearms Licence (in the first instance or for renewal) has attempted self harm at any time, the applicant must provide a comprehensive assessment by a psychiatrist as to his fitness to hold such a licence.  (My preferred position is that anyone with a history of self-harm be prohibited from holding or obtaining a firearms licence, however that may be far too restrictive).

To the Minister for Health and the Therapeutic Goods Administration:

· That the use of Citalopram in the treatment of depression be monitored and further studied to determine its effectiveness in the treatment of depressive illness and to guard against any side effects that may exacerbate a predisposition to violent behaviour.

Comment

Detective Fox very sensitively makes this observation: “The tragic events of the 11 of July 2004 have had a significant impact on many beyond the Richardson and Hopson families.  The rural community of East Gresford was deeply saddened and shocked for some time.  The effect this has had on emergency personnel also cannot be understated”.

I commend Detective Fox for a most professional and comprehensive investigation into this terrible tragedy.  He is a fine officer and his integrity, decency and compassion for the families went far beyond what would have been expected from any investigator. Detective Fox’s application to duty reflects extremely well on the Commissioner for Police and other members of the Constabulary.

Magistrate Jacqueline M. Milledge

Senior Deputy State Coroner

12 June 2007
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