Reject Gag on Euthanasia Debate
This article appeared in the West Australian, 20 February 2006.

The news that Brisbane Customs officers recently seized copies of the Peaceful Pill Handbook should
be a wake-up call. How could we have allowed the Government to make it illegal to discuss end-of-
life options, to close down debate over euthanasia in this draconian fashion?

My baby boomer generation is now in the thick of it. As our ageing parents grow frail and die, many
of us have been forced to witness awful, undignified ends for the people we love most. We have
watched helplessly as they died in mental and physical agony.

My strong, wonderful mother had a living will and was determined to avoid the fate of so many of
her friends. At 87, she had seen so many people die and dreaded spending her final days helpless
and in misery. Yet that is just what happened. She had a fall, broke her hip and ended up in a surgical
recovery ward. Then she had a pulmonary embolism, which should have delivered the fast, peaceful
death she so wanted. She lingered for two horrible weeks. Everything went wrong. She screamed
every time the nurses turned her over. She’s just afraid of falling again, the nurses assured me. It
tore me apart.

But a palliative care nurse happened to be on night duty. She asked what was going on. It turned out
my mother was in terrible pain, having grown tolerant of her morphine level and missing the
medication for her crippling arthritis. That superb nurse tried to fix things. She had her moved to a
ward which had proper palliative care, arranged for higher morphine levels, less regular turning. But
then she got terrible diarrhoea which led to more pain, intrusion, endless assaults on her dignity.

It was devastating struggling so ineffectually to provide that peaceful death my mother so deserved.
Here | was, an educated, assertive person, thoroughly familiar with the medical system having for
many years taught both doctors and medical students. Yet | failed dismally. Wandering the hospital
corridors with me were other families totally crushed by their impotence to ease their parents’
suffering.

It is a total nonsense to suggest that the solution to a peaceful, dignified death is now available
through palliative care. Yes, this care can make a huge difference. But many, perhaps most of the
elderly, die in nursing homes and normal hospital wards, often cared for by people who lack the
skills to provide that care. And palliative care experts acknowledge that even with state-of-the-art
palliative care, terminally ill patients can still experience distressing symptoms that make their lives
unbearable — weakness, breathlessness, nausea, suffocation, psychological distress, confusion.

Our community knows this — Morgan research shows less than a quarter of people polled believe
palliative care is enough for terminally ill patients. Most of us (over 70 per cent) want laws changed
to allow doctors to provide assistance to terminally ill patients to commit suicide and to be able,
where appropriate, to give lethal doses to such patients. Yet we continue to allow a noisy minority to
lean on politicians and prevent Australia from providing the legal support for assisted suicide
available in other parts of the world — Oregon, Switzerland, the Netherlands, for example, well-
functioning legal systems which have not resulted in the dire consequences predicted by the
doomsayers.

The shameful result is old people in Australia are choosing to end their lives in the most horrific
ways. The leading method of suicide for the over-70s is hanging and suffocation. Others try to kill
themselves sitting in cars filled with foul-smelling exhaust fumes, or use poisons, often



unsuccessfully, with the result they spend their final days with even greater levels of pain, disability
and despair, as a consequence of their failure.

My friends often joke about shooting each other when the time comes. But we will face the same
dismal end-of-life prospects as many of our parents unless we get moving now. The noisy, activist
baby boomer generation should have what it takes to turn this issue around.

Forty years ago, we were demanding control over our bodies, a greater say in our own medical care.
Surely we are not going to allow politicians to ban books which simply talk rationally about control
over the final days we spend in these bodies.



