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Physician-assisted suicide now up to voters

BY TiM RICHARD
BTAFHWRITER

The bollot language is blunt:
»suicide.” Merian's Fricnds, the
group that collected o quarter-
million signatures to put it on
the ballot, doesn't uso the word
vguicide.” It prefera “physician
nid in dying” and “terminally ill
patients’ right to cnd unbearable
pain or cuffering.”

On Nov. 3, the argument will
come to a head when voters
decide for or against Proposal B,
an amendment to the Public
Health Code that would legalize
and regulate a physician-pre-
geribed lethal dose so n patient
could end his own life.

Prop B would overturn nn act
(Scnate Bill 200) by the Michi-
pan Legislature that took effect
Sept. 1, making physician-nasist-
ed suicide a five-year felony. It is
the second cffort by the Legisla-
ture to halt the controversinl
ministrations of Jack (*Dr.,
Death”) Kevorkian, the retired
West Bloomficld pathologist who
has helped more than 100
patients end their lives. So far,
no jury has convicted Kevorkian.

»
Excess red tape?

Prop B is long (40 pages, at
lenst 10,000 words) and complex,
It involves an attending physi-
cian, a consulting physician, a
pharmacist, a large Oversight
Committee appointed by the gov-

County considers

BY PAT MURPHY
STAYY WRITER

Oakland County is expected to
toke an important first step
toward a more user-friendly gov-
ernment.

The first step is n proposal to
make data the county currently
gathers for tax assessing purpos-
es available to loenl lending
institutions as part of the
nppraisal process.

“The county isn't getting into
the appraisal busincss,” sai
commissioner Sue Ann Douglas,
R-Rochester. But some of the
information Oukland County
routinely gathers is the same
information banks and mortgage

ernor, a residency rule, a list of
options the patient must be
given, and a soven-day waiting
peri

Isn't Kevorkian’s way simpler
and less bureaucratic?

“Those are safeguards,” said
Ken Shapiro, a spokcaman for
Merian’s Friends, the group
pushing Prop B. It was named
for Meriun Frederick, an Ann
Arbor woman who was an early
Kevorkian patient. “And what's
wrong with the way Kevorkian
is doing it?

“If people have anny com-
ploints, it's with the physicians
who weren't deing nnything for
their patients before they got to
Kevorkian. Like him or not,
everybody has to give him credit
for bringing the issuc to the
front.

“When this is legalized and
regulated, you have fewer people
that will take it than when you
ban it. The reason is that you
know you're in control,” said
Shapiro, a retired Champion

+Products worker who has had
melanoma for 20 yeara,

“Treatable’

Opposed to Prop B is Dr. John
Finn, exccutive medical director
of Hoapice of Michigan in South-
ficld. Finn said physician-nssist-
¢d suicide is “more of an issue
for the worried-well and the
chronically ill suffering with
untreated depression and social
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isolation.”

“Pain and depression are
treatable,” snid Finn. “The solu-
tion js not {Prop B) but improved
physician competencices in end-
of-life care.”

Finn called Prop B “flawed”
beeause it's difficult to predict
that n patient has six months or
lesn to live, “Fifteen percent of
our (hospice) patienta live longer
than six months. Each week we
discharge people from hospice

because somehow they've gatten
better.”

Meanwhile, he said, a 1996
law called the Dignified Death
Act gives patients the rights to
know their prognosis, te have
pain management, to refuse
even life-sustaining treatment,
and to appoint a decision maker
with durable power of attorney.

Shapiro said a study in the
Jcurnal of the American Medical
Associntion aays “doctors are

very good at predicting who is
going to dic, when they're going
to die.” He snid the 1996 law
docsn't help patients who don't
respond to pain control.

M.D. as C.O.

Suppose a Cathulic doctor —
who believes with Cardinal
Adam Maida that “physician-
assisted suicide is morally
wrong; such actions destroy
God's gift of life” - is nsked by a
patient for help in dying and
refuses. Prop B suys the doctor
“shall" refer the patient to a
more cooperative doctor; if he
docsn’t, he can be fined $10,000
and jailed 90 days.

*Is that foir?”
Shapiro were asked.

“It isn’t foir,” said Finn,
“because it stretches a Catholic
pliysician's ethical zone ... This
is not an nren that needs to be
subjected to courts and over-
zealous prosccuting attorneys,
Many physicinns would be con-
scientious objectors.”

“It's un nbsolutely appropriate
thing to be in the bill,” replied
Shapiro of Merian's Friends. “A
doctar’s religion should not affect
his treatment, whatsoever. He
has an ethical responsibility to
tel me if he’s opposed to this
and to help me find (another).”

Finn and

Secrecy issue

Prop B sets up o 17-member
gtate Oversight Committee to

selling assessment info to

companics need for pr
loans.

The county gathers data on lot
size, square footage, number of
bathrooms, garage spoce, liens
and other factors to determine
assessments which are used to
establish taxable value. That
same information is uscd by
banks and mortgage companics
for lending purposes.

“So why not share that infor-
mation?” snid Douglas, chair of
the county board's finance com-
mittee which lnst week gave
overwhelming support to the
propesal scheduled to be
reviewed today at the regular
meeting of the county board of
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tion available right now to any-
one who seeks it out, said Green.

commissioners.

If it pnsses, as expected, the
county will provide information
by computer, far $50, thereby
reducing or eliminating the need
for a physical appraisal — which
can cost between $250 and $300.

Equally important, electronic
data sharing would reduced the
amount of time required to pro-
cess an appraisal and mortgoge
applieation from wecks to a mat-
ter of days, maybe less. Banks
are enthusiastic sbout the
praspect of being nble to make
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“The major is making
that data available electronical-
. Iy.
i 1

on mortgage app
tions in a matter of hours, said
county exccutive L. Brooks Pat-
terson.

One of the cxecutives with
whom county officinls discussed
the idea of datn sharing is David
B. Green, senior vice president
with Comerica Bank. He sees an
immediate spplication for datn
sharing in commercinl transac-
tions and n potentially broader
use in residential snles.

The dato gathered by the
county is already public informa-
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“It would be a matter of effi-
ciency,” he said. “We would be
able to get important informa-
tion more cfficiently. That could
represent a savings to the insti-
tution ns well as the individunl
consumer.”

Commercial transactions gen-
erally involve large parcels of
tand and considerable amounts
of money, Green noted. “So the
savings could be larger,” he said.
But data sharing also has poten-
tinl application in the residential
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review patients’ records and
determine complinnce by the two
physicians and psychiatrist. It
would be entirely cxempt from
the “sunshine laws” — the Open
Meetings and Freedom of Infor-
mation Act,

Shapiro disngreed that every-
thing would be a secret, “The
only thing that would be denied
are the individual putient
records,” he said.

But Secc. 5685 wou:ld provide:
“All procecdinga, minutes, con-
clusions and actions” are °
exempt, not just the patient’s
medica) records. Only the panel's”
“statistica) summnry” would be a
public document. -

The panel is told it must col- |
laborate with epidemivlogists at
a state university on compliance,’
and even that would be kept -
secret from the Freedom of Infor- -
mation Act.

A matter could become public
if the pancl discovers a carcgiver
“willfully” or “recklessly” failed
to comply and turned the cose:
over to the prosecutor.

Twenty atates have rejected-
nsgisted-suicide measures., Ore- -
gon has passed one. Of 10
patients approved for physician. -
assisted suicide, cight carried it-.
out and two died before it could::
be carried out. -

Shapire and Finn were inlcr-}.
viewed on Channel 7's “Spot-
light” program. :

lenders

market for individual house;.
sales, he said. :

Any data sharing system-
would inherently have limita-
tions, Green noted. Data, for.
example, would have to be cur-!
rent in order to be useful. Fur-
thermore many counties do not-
have the technical eapacity Oak-?
land has to mnke electronic data’
sharing possible. R

Robert J. Daddow, the coun-:
ty's director of management and
budget, said electronic data.
sharing could be available tol
lending institutions by mid-
November and to individual con-
sumers after the first of the
year.
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