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Newsletter on current debates

The ripple effect 
from denial of 
assisted dying
The Victorian Parliament’s 2015-16 Inquiry 
into End of Life Choices provides a clear 
picture of the impact of not having the 
choice of legal assisted dying at the end of 
life; the impact on an individual with a 
terminal illness; and the impact on family, 
friends and the wider community. The 
ripple effect in the community of an 
often violent suicide by a person with 
a terminal illness is one of the 
externalities resulting from the 
intransigence of Parliaments on 
assisted dying legislation.

In her submission to the Inquiry, Coralie 
Richmond wrote of her father who had 
fluid buildup on his lungs and that pain relief 
did not ease his suffering:

Mother rang saying your father has had a 
haemorrhage. I raced to her home and 
found the cause, there was the gun and 
Father was still alive but in great distress. 
His brain was a pulp, the body still alive.
(He died a week later in hospital).

Comprehensive findings documented in the 
Parliament of Victoria Legislative Council 
Legal and Social Issues Committee Final 
Report includes extensive information 
relating to the role of the Coroner’s Court 
of Victoria. One aspect concerned the 
desperate and violent deaths experienced 
by people suffering from serious and 
incurable conditions who felt that they had 
no alternative to suicide. Coroner Caitlin 
English explained:

These are people who are suffering from 
irreversible physical terminal decline or 
disease, and they are taking their lives in 
desperate, determined and violent ways.

Coroner John Olle observed that the way 
in which people die in such circumstances is 
often in stark contrast with the way in 
which they had lived their lives:

People who have invariably lived a long, 
loving life surrounded by family die in 
circumstances of fear and isolation.

In an interview with Andrew Denton, media 
commentator and campaigner for assisted 
dying in Australia, Coroner Olle spoke of 
several cases including “the lovely lady who 
stepped off the platform and in front of a 
train; a man who tied a hessian bag full of 
sand around his waist and walked off a 
pier”.  

Denton notes that opponents of assisted 
dying like to assert that people like these 
don’t value their own lives; implying that if 
others could just help them find that value, 
they would never consider suicide. Others 
argue that, with more resources for 
palliative care, their needs in their dying 
days could be met. Coroner Olle was 
clear that his office saw no way of 
preventing such deaths, nor, in his 
estimation, were they people likely to 
qualify for palliative care. 

The Final Report also included information 
from submissions by family members who 
had been ‘left behind’ by the deaths of their 
loved ones. Their personal histories further 
illuminated the tragic measures adopted by 
people with serious and incurable 
conditions in order to end their suffering. 
For example, David Scanlon told of his 
father who, in the early stages of dementia, 
hanged himself. When describing the shock 
his mother experienced upon finding him 
Scanlon described the outcome in the 
following terms:

Things could have been so very different if 
there were proper processes in place for 
end of life choices. He could have lived a 
while longer. He could have enjoyed life, 
family and friends for a while longer. He 
could have said proper goodbyes to his 
family and friends. He could have 

consulted with his doctor as to when and 
how would be the best time to go. He 
would not have had to face and carry out 
the decision that he did, alone. His wife 
wouldn’t have had to find him, hanging in 
the garage, the image forever imprinted 
on her mind.

In the Final Report Coroner Olle stated:
To my knowledge the people we are 
talking about have made an absolutely 
clear decision. They are determined. The 
only assistance that could be offered is 
to meet their wishes, not to prolong their 
life… What seems to be a common 
thread through the family is this absolute 
sense of respect for someone they love 
[and] this absolute sense of helplessness. 
They know this person is screaming for 
help, but no-one is going to answer the 
call, not in this society. So they have to 
die alone.

The ‘ripple effects’ beyond family and 
friends into the broader community were 
described by Acting Commander Rod 
Wilson of Victoria Police in the following 
words:

… the desperation and the will of some 
people to take their lives has exposed our 
police to fairly horrific scenes of suicide. I 
think that the police who attend these 
events, like ambulance officers and others 
— our police are only fairly junior and 
inexperienced and quite young — and I 
think the impact of dealing with the 
deceased persons at those horrific scenes, 
and also having to prepare inquest briefs 
for the coroner and taking statements 
from family members who are clearly 
desperate and frustrated with the system, 
I would just like to say that that does 
have an impact on our frontline police 
officers.
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The choice is not between life and 
death but between death in agony 
and death in peace.
Doris Hart, personal submission p196

Pre-emptive suicides, often by 
horrendous means, are tragic 
consequences of the legal status-quo, 
and are an indictment on a civilised 
society. Until the law is changed there 
is a terrible legacy; both for the 
patient and their loved ones who face 
a complicated grief process.
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Case	7.2
A	93-year-old	woman	with	crippling	arthri6s	
and	back	pain	had	gone	into	an	aged	care	
facility	and	smuggled	a	razor	blade	into	her	
wallet	which	she	then	used,	and	she	died	of	
exsanguina6on	with	her	arm	dangling	over	
the	toilet	bowl.	Her	daughter	made	a	very	
compelling	statement	about	her	mother’s	
death.	The	essence	of	it	is	that,	from	the	
family’s	point	of	view,	if	only	there	was	a	
beDer	way,	that	their	loved	ones	did	not	
have	to	die	in	such	violent	circumstances	
and	alone.	p198

https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/L
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/L
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/L
http://www.gogentleaustralia.org.au/transcripts2
http://www.gogentleaustralia.org.au/transcripts2


SAVES was established in 
1983 to campaign for 

legal, medically assisted 
choice in end-of-life 

arrangements. The aim is 
to relieve suffering by 
providing choice for 
people at the end of 

their life. SAVES works in 
the community and with 
Members of Parliament  
to achieve law reform.    

saves.asn.au

Voluntary Euthanasia Advocacy Groups
Christians Supporting Choice for Voluntary Euthanasia
christiansforve.org.au
Doctors for Assisted Dying Choice
drs4assisteddyingchoice.org
South Australian Nurses Supporting Choices in Dying
facebook: SA Nurses Supporting Choices in Dying
My Body My Choice
facebook: facebook.com/pages/MY-BODY-MY-Choice-VE
Voluntary Euthanasia Youth Advocates
facebook: Support SAVE-YA Law Reform
Lawyers for Death with Dignity
saves.asn.au/lawyers
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Australia: Assisted Dying Law Reform Update

NSW
Nationals MP Trevor Khan introduced the 
Voluntary Assisted Dying Bill in the NSW Upper 
House on September 21, revealing his terminally 
ill father repeatedly asked to die.
The Bill was prepared by a multi-party working group 
over the past two years, and requires that patients 
must have a terminal illness, have less than a year to 
live, be over the age of 25 and experiencing severe pain. Patients would also 
need to be residents of NSW and would be assessed by several independent 
medical practitioners and psychiatrists.
The Bill will be a conscience vote and is expected to be debated in 2017.

Victoria
The Andrews Labor Government introduced the 
Voluntary Assisted Dying Bill on September 20. The Bill 
was prepared by Minister for Health Jill Hennessy and 
Attorney-General Martin Pakula and provides a safe and 
compassionate framework designed by the Ministerial 
Advisory Panel, chaired by former AMA president and 
neurosurgeon Brian Owler. The legislation includes all 
68 safeguards recommended by the Ministerial Advisory Panel. The Bill sets out a 
rigorous request and assessment process and includes the establishment of a 
dedicated oversight body and protections. The safeguards protect the vulnerable from 
exploitation and coercion – and new criminal offences will be created to protect people 
from abuse. The Bill will be debated later in 2017.

WA
In August the WA 
Legislative Assembly 
voted to establish the 
'Joint Select Committee on 
End of Life Choices'.
The motion was proposed by 
Morley MP Amber-Jade 
Sanderson. The Committee 
will report by mid 2018 on  
the "need for laws in 
Western Australia to allow 
citizens to make informed 
decisions regarding their 
own end of life choices”. 
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