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Should Euthanasia/Assisted Dying be legalised within New Zealand? Is it ethically permissible? What might 

legalisation mean for future nursing practice?
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Euthanasia/AD is a wide known topic known to provoke legal, 
and political debate among nations across the globe. The 
ethical debate however seems to be the concept generating the 
most conflict. As of 2018 forms of Euthanasia/AD have been 
made legally practicable in various parts of the world, these 
include Canada, Belgium and the Netherlands. The debate to 
legalise the process within New Zealand has been ongoing for 
years and at present, all forms of Euthanasia/AD are illegal. 
However in recent years there has been and increased impetus 
for change and in early 2017 the Act parties Sir David 
Seymour’s “End of Choice life Bill” was drawn from the 
member’ ballot. At the end of 2017, the Bill successfully 
passed its first reading by an astonishing 77-44 votes and is 
currently being considered by the justice select committee 
(Mathieson, 2013).

My review of literature concluded that individuals 
support/ oppose Euthanasia/AD for various reasons. One 
of the main ethical arguments posed in favour of 
Euthanasia/AD is regarded on the basis ‘Autonomy’. 
Advocates for Euthanasia/AD argue that respect for 
autonomy should be extended to an individual’s request 
for aid-in-dying to relieve suffering (Mathieson, 2013). A 
second argument presented in the case for legalisation of 
Euthanasia/AD is the need to alleviate pain and suffering 
(Mathieson, 2013). This concept complies with the ethical 
principal of beneficence and proponents argue this is 
another reason Euthanasia/AD can be regarded as 
ethically permissible. Opponents argue that if euthanasia 
is legalised, individuals may feel obligated to request it. 
This concept is known as the infamous slippery slope 
debate (Haigh, 2012). The terminally ill are often 
vulnerable and feel themselves to be a burden on other. 
Despite being ill, many of these individual assert the view 
that they do not truly wish to die (Young, 2018). Those 
who disagree with the idea of Euthanasia/AD assert the 
view that palliative care has advanced to such a level that 
the concept is not needed. The End of life bill as 
mentioned in my introduction contains several issues. The 
main issue concerns nurses and there lack mention around 
the bill even though there is mention of them having a 
role in the process (Woods & Bickley, 2015).  

• The role of a nurse in Euthanasia/ Assisted dying will 
need to be properly recognised and clearly outlined 
within NZ law. The legislative guidelines already 
established would also need to be updated with 
proposed changes to ensure safe and competent 
practice.  

• Legislative changes established that include best 
practice guidelines for nurses in relation to Euthanasia 
and Assisted Dying. Includes a section for those 
individuals who do not wish to participate in such 
processes.  

• Emotional and psychological support means 
established for those involved in the matter. With 
ongoing research into the psychological impacts of 
Euthanasia/ Assisted dying on the nurses in order to 
establish more effective coping strategies. 

Nurses are expected to respect their patients’ autonomy while 
maintaining other ethical principals such as non-maleficence 
and beneficence, ultimately resulting in confusion of whats 
the ‘wrong or right’ thing to do. Those who are pro-
euthanasia may view the refusal to relieve patient suffering as 
something that destroys the trust in the therapeutic nurse-
patient relationship and those who are anti-euthanasia may 
believe that by assisting a patient to die, the nurse has 
violated the ethical nature of healthcare. For nurses this may 
means that if Euthanasia/AD is requested nurses may feel 
under pressure to break policy to relieve suffering. They may 
also be afraid of using appropriate doses of medication for 
the relief of symptoms in case their intention to relieve 
suffering is misunderstood.

Each side of the debate regarding end-of-life care 
contributes a valid argument on perspectives both for and 
against Euthanasia/AD. It is difficult to establish a black and 
white answer on the ethical permissibility and legalisation 
of Euthanasia/AD. This decision will ultimately come down 
to what both the government and the people of NZ perceive 
and deem the matter to be. However, it should be noted that 
evidence based recommendations will need to be 
established in the final bill to ensure safety for both nurses 
and patients.  
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