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“While Bill’s choice is unquestionably
painful for those of us who have become
his friends, we must respect the decision of
a capable, mentally competent individual
to refuse further treatment under New
York State law,” it stated.

“Bill had hoped that his decision would
be a private one — between himself, his fam-
ily and friends. Strong Memorial Hospital
understands that end-of-ife issues are, and
perhaps always should be, controversial. It
is our hope that Bill’s choice will be treated

-with the dignity that Bill desires and the

thoughtfulness that each of these heart
wrenching situations deserves.”

D’Agostino further explained that over
the last few weeks White “had been begin-
ning to talk about wanting to make a deci-
sion” about ending the ventilator treat-
ment. The staff waited to respond, but
eventually, she said, “He made it cléar he
was very serious.”

White's condition was detenora[mg,
was his ability to function, the statement
noted. Strong put together a team of psy-
chiatrists, ethicists, physicians, nurses, a so-
cial worker and patient advocate to consid-
er White's request, D’Agostino explained.

The team made sure that he was com-
petent, she said.

“We are bound by the law,” she noted.

“The patient has the right to refuse treat-
ment. Our view is Bill allowed us to care for
him 32 years and has the right to ask us to
stop.”

chording to Jeffrey Spike, Ph.D., chair
of the hospital’s ethics committee, it is not
uncommon for a patient “on some kind of
machine that keeps them alive” to decide to
discontinue treatment, knowing that deci-
sion will lead to his or her death.

“It probably happens a lot, but peopie
don’t hear about it a lot. It's very personal
decision” between the patient and physi-
cian, or care tedm, he said.

different contexts from their original
fonnats* co

1 “A personhasa; moral obligationto
use ordinary or proportionate means ¢
preserving his or her life. Pmmonam
means are those thatin the- : judgmenit of
the patient offer a-reasonable- hope of:
benef' tand do not éntail

. path he has chosen.

- “The basic issue is, ‘Does a competent
adult patient have the right to refuse treat-
ment?”” Spike asked rhetorically. “That has
been decided by courts in every state. Yes, '
a competent adult patient does have the
right.”

The ventilator is simply another medical
treatment, he said. It was invented in the
1950s primarily for people paralyzed by po-
lio. In most cases nowadays, it is used to get
a person through a medical crisis. A para-
lyzed person who remains on a ventilator
for a long time becomes quite vulnerable
and weakened, suffering medical compli-
cations.

Whose decision?
“My body is worn out,” White told the

Courter Aug. 8 during a brief interview in -

his hospltal room. He was quite lucid, and
with his sister and McBride.

He made it clear that the hospital should

not be held accountable in any way for the

“The one thing this hospital wants is the
best thing that benefits me,” White said.
“They've always wanted the best for me.”

He declined further comment, saying
that no matter what he said, people would
disagree with him or misunderstand him.

White had been following media re-
ports, including these of an Aug. 5 vigil out-
side the hospital. The vigil drew a number
of people with disabilities, some of them
sitting in wheelchairs. “Let Bill Live” read
the signs many carried.

Bruce Darling, executive director of the
Center for Disability Rights in Rochester,
participated in the vigil.

that the developmg sit-
uation smacked of physician-assisted sui-
cide, saying that White is far removed from
being on the brink of death.

“What concerns us is that people with
disabilities are unfairly targeted for physi-
cian-assisted suicide and euthanasia,” Dar-

ling said. “At what point does your life stop -

having value — when you're on a ventilator,
in a wheelchair or when you have a limp?”

Addressing such issues, Lyn Zyla of
Catholic Charities Community and Resi-
dential Services, said, “Basically any type of
case like this is an individual case. So we
would never presume to speak for all peo-
ple with disabilities.”

However, “We_have a clear understand-
ing of what the Catholic Church position is
on cases like this,” Zyla said. “He is not ask-
ing to commit suicide. He is asking that the
e)maordmarym&nstokeephlshfegomg
be stopped.

“Bill has the same rights as every citizen
of our society, whether he has a disability or
not. We need to be thinking of it in terms

" of being Bill’s decision.”

White's sister, Dianne White of St. Pe-
tersburg, Fla., also said that she did not con-
sider her brother’s request to be a case of
physician-assisted suicide.

“It is absolutely not true,” she said. “He’s
loved by everybody in the hospital. We
know if he changes his mind, there would
be a huge party here.”

Regarding what has become a public d&
bate about her brother, she said, “The peo-
ple out there are making judgments based
on lack on knowledge.” .

District Attorney Relin, who said hospi-
tal officials contacted his office Aug. 4, ex-
pected to finish his review of the situation
soon. He had not yet rendered a decision
as of the Courier’s press time on Aug. 10.

“This is an area of the law that’s a diffi-
cult area,” Relin said. “We are looking into
the background, the status of the law in
New York, what a hospital can and cannot -
do relating to situations like this. We will be -
checking with members of Mr. White’s fam-
ily, to see if he discussed the procedure with
them. We want to be sure ii is a rational and
informed decision, not out of depression
or a sense he should do this.” A

And, Relin added, “The hospital does
not want to do anything that could be con-
sidered assisting him in suicide.”

.Not ‘gray’

Although not directly involved, diocesan

Catholics were examining the meanifig of
the case.

“This is about somebody's life,” said
Suzanne Schnittman, consistent life ethic
coordinator, told the Courier. “Bill needs to
know everyone supports and loves him.

“Bill White is a person to the communi-

ty. He's not a cause. He's not an issue. ...

He is a citizen of the community, and we
would mourh his loss deeply because he's a
person, not because he represents a right to
life.” -

“This is a tragic dilemma,” said Sister
Patricia Schoelles, SSJ, president of St.
Bernard’s Institute. “We need to recognize
the tragedy inherent in decisions like this
one.” :

However, Catholic teaching provides
clear direction, she said.

ThlsmnotagraymNobodyhasto
accept treatment they don’t want.”

Catholic teaching avoids two extremes,
she stated: “First, that of absolute vitalists,
who would want to keep people alive at any

cost, beyond even when their life is of ben-

efit to themselves, their families, or other
communities to which they belong. The
other is the extreme which holds that eu-
thanasia, suicide or assisted suicide are jus-
tified for individuals because they are sick.”

Marvin Mich, an author, theologian and
a parishioner at Rochester’s St. Mary’s

Church, said there should be no confusion -

between a case like Bill White's and an at-
tempted suicide. In a case like White's, “the

intention is not to cause death but to accept

the natural processes, and that's a whole
different thing,” he said.

Mich, Schnittman and Sister Schoelles
noted that cases must be considered on an
individual basis — but always with respect
for the rights and dignity of the person in-
volved.

Dr. James Wood, medical director for
geriatrics for Via Health and former med-
ical director at St. Ann’s Home, noted that
White’s sitzation had prompted discussion
among his colleagues.

“It's a good thing to have ‘that conversa-
tion and dialogue,” he said.

“My perspective is really to encourage di- ~

alogue between parents and children
around these issues. . It‘sagnmn:liefw
know the parents’ feelmgs in these issues.”

He also recommended that people des-
ignate health care proxies, through forms
available at medical institutions, to help
prepare for such situations.

A person cannot anticipate certain
specifics that may occur, he noted, but a
health care proxy form legally allows the

person of your choice to speak for you.
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