Some Oregon Assisted Suicide Abuses and Complications
"We are not given the resources to investigate [assisted-suicide cases] and not only do we not have the
resources to do it, but we do not have any legal authority to insert ourselves.1
Dr. Katrina Hedberg, Oregon Department of Human Services (DHS)
Under Oregon’s lax oversight, these are some of the documented abuses and complications that
have come to light:
•

Kate Cheney,2 85, died of assisted suicide under Oregon’s law even though she had early
dementia. Her personal physician declined to provide the lethal prescription. Her managed-care
provider found another physician to prescribe a lethal dose of drugs. When counseling to
determine her capacity was sought, a psychiatrist concluded that she was not eligible for assisted
suicide since she was not explicitly seeking it, and her daughter seemed to be coaching her to do
so. Nevertheless, Kate Cheney soon received and used the lethal drugs.

•

Michael Freeland,3 age 64, had a 43-year history of acute depression and suicide attempts. Yet,
when Freeland and his daughter went to see a doctor about arranging a legal assisted suicide, the
physician said he didn't think that a psychiatric consultation was "necessary." Oregon’s statistics
for the last four years show that only 2% of patients were referred for a psychological evaluation
or counseling before receiving their prescriptions for lethal drugs.4

•

Patrick Matheny5 received his assisted suicide prescription by Federal Express. He couldn't take
the drugs by himself so his brother-in-law helped. Commenting on the Matheny case, Dr.
Hedberg of Oregon DHS said that "we do not know exactly how he helped this person swallow,
whether it was putting a feed tube down or whatever, but he was not prosecuted ...." The state’s
official annual report on assisted suicide deaths did not take note of this violation of the Oregon
law.

•

Contrary to proponents’ claims, legalizing assisted suicide does not guarantee patients a quick
and peaceful death. Speaking at Portland Community College, pro-assisted-suicide attorney
Cynthia Barrett 6 described one botched assisted suicide. "The man was at home. There was no
doctor there," she said. "After he took it [the lethal dose], he began to have some physical
symptoms. The symptoms were hard for his wife to handle. Well, she called 911.” He was taken
to a local Portland hospital and revived.

•

David Prueitt 7 took his prescribed lethal overdose in the presence of his family and members of
the assisted-suicide advocacy group Compassion & Choices (formerly the Hemlock Society). After
being unconscious for 65 hours, he awoke. His family leaked the failed assisted suicide to the
media. Oregon DHS issued a release saying it "has no authority to investigate individual Death
with Dignity cases."8

•

The first known assisted-suicide death9 under the Oregon law was that of a woman in her mideighties who had been battling breast cancer for twenty-two years. Initially, two doctors,
including her own physician who believed that her request was due to depression, had refused to
prescribe the lethal drugs. Compassion & Choices—then operating under the name Compassion in
Dying—became involved in the case and referred the woman to a doctor willing to write the
prescription.

•

The following cases indicate legal erosion associated with legalized assisted suicide. Wendy
Melcher10 died in August 2005 after two Oregon nurses, Rebecca Cain and Diana Corson, gave
her overdoses of morphine and phenobarbital. They claimed Melcher had requested an assisted
suicide, but they administered the drugs without her doctor’s knowledge in clear violation of
Oregon’s law. No criminal charges have been filed against the two nurses. The case prompted one
newspaper to write, "If nurses—or anyone else—are willing to go outside the law, then all the
protections built into [Oregon’s] Death with Dignity Act are for naught."11 Annie O. Jones, John
Avery and three other patients were killed from an illegal overdose of medication given to them
by a nurse, and none of these cases have been prosecuted in Oregon.12
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