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Newsletter on current debates

Worst Ways 
to Die 

The challenges of living are rich in 
diversity, emotional significance and 
(un)predictability. This newsletter 
relates the toughest challenges, those 
that no-one would wish on another, 
disorders that cause symptoms, so severe 
that they cannot be endured.
Everyone has experienced the sensation of 
pain caused by injury or infection. 
Likewise, all of us have experienced 
nausea, vomiting, cough, headache, 
shortness of breath (such as after exercise), 
hiccough or loss of appetite for various 
reasons. Imagine, now, what it would be 
like to experience these symptoms, 
severely, for weeks, months or years - 
permanently.
On the other hand, very few of us have 
experienced symptoms that come with 
disruption of nerve or muscle function, 
leading to paralysis of body movement, 
with the associated loss of capacity to carry 
out activities of daily living. Few of us, too, 
have experienced intestinal obstruction, or 
the bloating and vomiting of bowel 
obsrtuction. 
The reasonable person might endure any 
of these challenges for a while, depending 
on their severity. Never-the-less, an over-
riding influence on how long one can 
endure such symptoms is the inescapable 
deterioration of energy, drive, optimism 
and determination that accompanies 
chronic adversity. Remarkably, the brain is 
structurally affected by long-lasting pain -  
moderate but not unendurable pain (see 
figure top of page). It shows numerous 
brain regions which are increased or 
decreased in size as a consequence of 
chronic pain – there are physical effects on 
the brain! 
There are no comparable brain images of 
individuals with unendurable suffering – 
presumably for ethical reasons – and the 
effects on the brain and mind of such 
severe suffering can only be imagined.

Many people with a terminal illness endure 
their symptoms, but at least 5% request 
euthanasia, while a small proportion of 
individuals living with the permanent 
consequences of a non-terminal illness also 
request euthanasia.
So, what are some of the conditions that so 
cruelly affect us? You can find more than 
you would ever want to think about at the 
SAVES website (http://www.saves.asn.au/
archives/resources/archive/issues/
intractable_symptoms_synopsis.pdf)
However, here are a few …
♣ cancer invasion of nerve-rich areas 

such as abdominal cavity, or chest 
cavity, or spine, or pelvis, or throat 
leading to pain and, if in the pelvis, 
possible incontinence of urine and 
faeces

♣ cancer growth leading to 
obstruction of swallowing, or 
obstruction of the intestine, with 
vomiting and, ultimately, starvation

♣ paralysing diseases of nerves 
supplying the muscles of chest and 
throat with gasping or choking to 
death (such as motor neuron 
disease)

♣ mesothelioma (associated with 
asbestosis, which is incurable) 
produces severe chest pain with 
each breath, made far worse on 
coughing, which may be chronic 
and persistent;  this causes 
difficulty in breathing and feelings 
of suffocation. 

In addition to pain caused by spread of 
cancer into pain-sensitive structures, there 
is a quite different kind of pain with an 
unusual cause, known as ‘neuralgia’. It can 
be particularly difficult to treat, being 
unlike the range of pains normally due to 

nerve activity. This pain actually arises 
within mildly damaged nerves when 
electrical signals from a few nerve fibres 
jump sideways to trigger electrical signals 
in nearby nerve fibres: the experience is 
similar to an electric shock, with stabbing, 
jolting pain: pure agony, one could 
imagine as depicted here, in Edvard 
Munch’s ‘The Scream’. 

Persistent neuraglia defies imagination 
and, if unresponsive to medical 
intervention, would understandably lead 
to a patient requesting voluntary 
euthanasis. 
In the face of so many worst ways to die, 
the absence of legislation to permit 
voluntary euthanasia is a symbol of 
human-kind’s callousness towards 
human-kind.
Em	  Prof	  John	  Willoughby	  is	  a	  founding	  member	  of	  
drs4vechoice.org	  and	  a	  member	  of	  Doctors	  for	  the	  
Environment	  Australia
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Brain scan 
images 
showing brain 
enlargement in 
reds and 
yellows and 
brain shrinkage 
in blues to 
greens due to 
chronic pain. 
[F. Cauda and 
colleagues, 
Gray matter 
alterations in 
chronic pain:  . 
NeuroImage: 
Clinical 4 
(2014) 676–
686.)*

Professor Emeritus John Willoughby
Hon Consultant Neurologist 
Flinders Medical Centre

http://www.saves.asn.au/archives/resources/archive/issues/intractable_symptoms_synopsis.pdf
http://www.saves.asn.au/archives/resources/archive/issues/intractable_symptoms_synopsis.pdf
http://www.saves.asn.au/archives/resources/archive/issues/intractable_symptoms_synopsis.pdf


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

South Australian Nurses Supporting Choices 
in Dying
Facebook: SA Nurses Supporting Choices in Dying
We	  are	  a	  group	  of	  passionate	  nurses	  
who	  believe	  in	  our	  pa4ent’s	  right	  to	  
choose	  the	  end	  of	  life	  care	  that	  they	  
wish.	  The	  group	  provides	  a	  forum	  for	  
the	  nursing	  voice	  and	  perspec4ve	  on	  
the	  legalisa4on	  of	  voluntary	  
euthanasia	  and	  other	  pa4ent	  choices	  in	  end	  of	  life	  care	  in	  South	  
Australia.

Doctors for Voluntary Euthanasia Choice

drs4vechoice.org
We	  are	  a	  na'onal	  organisa'on	  of	  

Australian	  medical	  prac''oners,	  both	  
current	  and	  re'red,	  who	  are	  commi9ed	  

to	  having	  a	  legal	  choice	  of	  providing	  
informa'on	  and	  assistance	  to	  ra'onal	  
adults,	  who,	  for	  reasons	  of	  no	  realis'c	  

chance	  of	  cure	  or	  relief	  from	  intolerable	  
symptoms,	  would	  like	  to	  gently	  end	  their	  

lives.	  Assistance	  may	  be	  by	  doctor	  
provision	  of	  medica'on	  for	  the	  pa'ent	  to	  

consume,	  or	  by	  doctor-‐administra'on.

Christians Supporting Choice For 
Voluntary Euthanasia

christiansforve.org.au
We	  are	  Chris'ans	  who	  believe	  that,	  as	  a	  
demonstra'on	  of	  love	  and	  compassion,	  those	  with	  a	  
terminal	  or	  hopeless	  
illness	  should	  have	  the	  
op'on	  of	  a	  pain-‐free,	  
peaceful	  and	  dignified	  
death	  with	  legal	  
voluntary	  euthanasia.	  The	  overwhelming	  majority	  of	  
Australian	  Chris'ans	  support	  choice	  for	  voluntary	  
euthanasia.

SAVE-YA Syndicated Australian 
Voluntary Euthanasia Youth Advocates 

Facebook: Support SAVE-YA Law Reform
A	  na'onal	  youth	  lobby	  

group	  which	  aims	  to	  provide	  
a	  youth	  voice	  in	  support	  of	  

legalising	  voluntary	  
euthanasia	  in	  all	  States	  and	  

Territories.	  Members	  
between	  ages	  18	  and	  35	  are	  

encouraged	  to	  join,	  make	  contact	  with	  their	  local	  MP	  
and	  inform	  them	  of	  their	  support	  for	  voluntary 

euthanasia	  law	  reform.

Lawyers for Death with Dignity 
saves.asn.au/lawyers
Lawyers for Death with Dignity acknowledges the need 
for people with profound suffering to have the legal 
choice for a medically 
assisted and dignified 
death. The current law 
says suicide is not illegal, 
but assisting suicide is. 
People in a terminal state 
may have profound, 
unbearable suffering and 
be in the undignified position of being unable to end their 
life without assistance. Advances in medicine have 
improved life expectancy, but South Australian law has 
not changed to reflect the often forgotten deterioration 
of quality of life that a longer life expectancy may bring.   

BREAKING NEWS  BREAKING NEWS  BREAKING NEWS
Lecretia Seales is dying of a brain tumour and is lobbying the 
New Zealand government to reform the laws on assisted dying.
The 41-year-old Wellington senior public lawyer was diagnosed 
with cancer in 2011 and is having palliative chemotherapy.
She believes it is a fundamental human right that she should be 
able to say goodbye to her husband and family at a time of her 
choosing and while she remains fully conscious.
“If I had this right, I wouldn’t be going out tomorrow and 
exercising it, but it would be comforting to know I had that right.”
Her husband, Matt, supports her, as do many New Zealanders, 
according to a Horizon poll in 2012.  Respondents were asked if 
they supported a law change to allow mentally competent adults 
to receive medical assistance to die if they have a terminal illness 
or an irreversible physical or mental condition that renders their 
life unbearable.
Sixty-three percent of respondents were in favour. 65 percent said 
they knew or had known someone in that position. 12 percent 
were opposed to law reform, with 25 percent neutral or unsure.
Ms Seales believes there is widespread public support for law 
reform, and she wants Members of Parliament to have the 
courage to address the question. (Radio NZ National, 3.3.15)


