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Thank you for accepting this submission on the need for legislative change to allow 
voluntary assisted dying (VAD). The need is urgent. The present prohibitive law lacks 
compassion, justice and common sense. 
 
Under the present law a person can refuse food and fluids, dying by starvation and 
dehydration. A person can also legally have their treatment withdrawn or with-held, 
lifesaving treatment, and thus die. A terminally ill person can also legally have palliative 
care that could hasten their death. 
All of these are slow means of dying which can involve significant suffering in addition to 
that which is being endured from the person’s illness, injury or medical condition. 
All these have no statutory regulations requiring monitoring and reporting. There is no 
transparency or accountability. 
 
Without choice for VAD, some people are effectively forced to suffer as even optimal 
medical care cannot relieve all suffering – a fact widely acknowledged, including by the 
Australian Medical Association and Palliative Care Australia. 
Without choice for VAD some people take their own lives, or attempt to do so, as the only 
means by which to escape their intolerable suffering, or the imminent prospect of such. 
They have to do this pre-emptively, before they are wanting to die, while they are still 
able to physically manage the means. The methods used are often violent, gruesome and 
unreliable. All this and, additionally, the suffering person must do this alone, without the 
comfort and support of loved ones. This is the sad situation under our current law in 
which a person could face charges of assisting or aiding another to end their own life, 
merely be being present in support.  
 
 
My lifelong friend and mentor Robert Brown, “Browny”, was one such person who ended 
his life at the age of 94. He was fast going blind from macular degeneration, to the point 
where it was difficult to care for himself.  
 
Browny had made many contributions to the welfare of Society during his life. He had 
served in both the Australian and British navies before and after World War 2 and during 
the Korean War.  
He only needed 4 hours sleep at night and spent his time and energy, outside of 
employment hours, working for the conservation movement from a small 2 seater kitchen 
table. He was untrained in science but read extensively on population dynamics and 
conservation biology, having an almost encyclopaedic understanding and commitment to 
conservation matters with his quick mind and exceptional memory. Browny was widely 



seen in the 1960s as a mover and shaker for conservation and his expertise was sought by 
government Ministers of the day.  
He made many highly regarded submissions for the South Australian Ornithological 
Association and Nature Conservation Society South Australia through the 1990s.  
 
 
Browny was a man of independence and fortitude, modest in his significant conservation 
work and achievements. He lived a simple lifestyle and was an honourable man of 
integrity. He had adapted to his failing eyesight, hearing and cardiac problems with 
characteristic doggedness and humour. There were many more people worse off he told 
me.  
 
He told me of a recent time when he had laid down on the floor in front of a Brumby’s 
store in Norwood. He was feeling wonky due to irregular and slow heartbeat, which had 
been fully investigated, and knew that he would fall down if he didn’t recline. An 
ambulance was duly called and he was carted off. In a few days’ time he returned to the 
store, apologised for causing angst, and said he had told his friends that all they needed 
to do if they felt ill was to go and lie down in front of Brumbys and they would get 
immediate attention. He delighted in the look of consternation on the face of the sales 
attendant and then quickly apologised once again with a smile. 
 
 
During 2014 I would pick him up every week and we would have breakfast together at 
Norwood; always enjoyable times to be treasured. 
He would show me newspaper cuttings he thought would interest me. We would laugh at 
the Far Side cartoons he had collected over the years. 
 
Up to the week before he died, Browny would catch the bus into town, buying lunch and 
a take home meal for tea. As he was noticing daily deterioration of his eyesight he was 
worried that he would inadvertently step in front of a car, thus causing great trouble for 
the driver. Either that, he said, or he would be injured from a fall and not be able to 
return home, instead being obliged to enter a nursing home. From there he would have 
no control over the way he died. 
 
He told me that he would soon end his own life. He had researched the means thoroughly 
and practised many times, by necessity, due to not being able to see the mechanism and 
having to feel his way through the procedure.  
 
All his life Browny had been an avid reader with a real relish for learning and research.  
Now he was unable to continue reading despite using the best of assistance devices. Due 
to his failing vision he spent his days looking for things he had misplaced or dropped and 
cleaning up from knocking things over. His necessarily slow and careful movements 
meant hours in the day lost with little achieved. All this he bore without feeling sorry for 
himself and he was always ready with a smile when we met.  
 
 
Browny wrote a letter to the SA Coroner stating that he would be grateful if his cause of 
death be given as “rational self-assisted euthanasia”. He said there were many people 
who would attest to the fact that he was not depressed. 



He was still interested in life and did not want to leave his friends but he did not want to 
lose control. 
 
Browny was a truly remarkable person, dedicated unreservedly to the knowledge and 
conservation of birds and wildlife more generally. His long life was devoted to this and 
other causes through advocacy, direct action and generous financial contributions. 
 
Browny should have had the right to decide when enough was enough – it is shameful 
that the law failed him, cruelly leaving him to die before he was ready, alone.  
I found him on January 28th 2015 with a plastic turkey cooking bag over his head and a 
hose leading from this to a canister of helium. 
The cruelty and indignity of his end of life is utterly disgraceful. 
 
A VAD law could have afforded him a peaceful and dignified death. It makes me both very 
sad and very angry that we treat our fellow human beings with such contempt. 
I will keep working for a compassionate law affording people the dignity of choice. 
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