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Voluntary Euthanasia — Implications for Organ Donation
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In v-10, the Supreme Court of Canada decided
to decriminalize medical assistance in dying
for patients who are experiencing “grievous
and irremediable” suffering. The next year, the
Canadian government passed legislation that
permits physicians to hasten the death of a
patient by means of physician-assisted suicide
(in which lethal medications are prescribed
by the physician and administered by the
patient) or voluntary euthanasia (in which lethal
medications are administered by the physician).
These developments create a new pathwayfor
organ donation and with it, some challenges that
will also be relevant for other jurisdictions where
medical assistance in dying is permitted or under
consideration.

In the case of physician-assisted suicide, patients
typically take lethal medications at home or
elsewhere outside the hospital, rendering organ
donation impossible. Voluntary euthanasia,
however, may take place in the hospital, enabling
patients who choose this method for ending
their lives to donate their organs. But voluntary
euthanasia differs from traditional end-of-life
care provided in the intensive care unit ICU) in
two important ways that have implications for
.organ donation
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First, in an ICU environment, health care teams often rely on surrogates to
understand what patients would want if they were capable of making decisions.
However, the majority of countries that permit voluntary euthanasia, including
Canada, require first-person consent. Clinicians must confirm that patients
have decisional capacity and that their choices are fully informed, voluntary,
and not unduly influenced by treatable or reversible conditions, such as some
forms of mental illness.
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Second, the administration of sedatives and analgesics during traditional
end-of-life care is guided by the doctrine of double effect, which requires that
physicians intend only to make the patient comfortable and not to hasten death.
That these medications may depress respiratory and cardiac function is foreseen
but can never be intended; they are therefore carefully titrated only to the level
necessary to ensure patient comfort. Voluntary euthanasia differs from end-
of-life care in that medications are given with the primary intention of causing
the patient’s death. Physicians are not ethically or legally required to titrate
medications and rapid administration of lethal medications may sometimes be

appropriate.
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