Death With Dignity Wins in Washington State

59% to 41% Margin
(This story was prepared from reports by Janet I. Tu of the Seattle Times and John Iwasaki of the Seattle Post-Intelligencer.  Both such reports appeared on their respective newspapers websites on November 4, 2008 and have been edited.)

  On Tuesday, November 4, while Barack Obama won the White House, Death With Dignity won in Washington State.  The margin of victory was 59% to 41%.
  “I’m elated,” said former Washington Gov. Booth Gardner, who filed the initiative and was one of its biggest campaign contributors.  “Its time has come.  It’s as simple as that,” Gardner said Tuesday night.  “People have the right to have control over the final days of life.”

   The Washington Death With Dignity Law was contained in Initiative 1000 and is modeled on the decade-old Oregon Death With Dignity Law.  It permits terminally ill, competent adult residents of Washington, who are medically predicted to have six months or less to live, to request and self-administer lethal medication prescribed by a physician.
  Initiative supporters said terminally ill patients who are suffering great pain should have the choice to hasten their deaths in a “humane and dignified” manner.  They said the measure includes many safeguards, and that no abuses have been found in Oregon in the 10 years the law has been in effect there.

  Oregon’s experience “helps a lot,” said Gardner.  He said that opponents of the initiative incorrectly claim that the Oregon law has no safeguards, but he said that in not true.  He said aid in dying has been available in Oregon for 10 years and there have been no reports that the law had been abused.

  With success in Oregon and now Washington, Gardner believes there will be further attempts to secure death with dignity in other states.

  Barbara Coombs Lee, president of Compassion & Choices, a national right-to-die organization based in Denver that provided financial backing for the initiative, said her group hopes to pass similar initiatives in other states in the future, though it hasn’t selected any specific states yet.  “We think the citizens of all 50 states deserve death with dignity,” she said.
  The I-1000 campaigns featured charges of religious bias, excessive out-of-state influence, fear mongering and outright lies.

  Yes on 1000, the campaign in favor of the initiative, said the measure offered patients a choice for a peaceful, dignified death.  The group portrayed the opposition as mainly Catholics.

  The I-1000 campaign was the costliest of this years statewide initiatives in the State of Washington, with more than $6.5 million raised from individuals and organizations inside and outside Washington State on both sides.  Initiative supporters raised about $4.9 million.  The biggest backers included Compassion & Choices and the Death with Dignity National Center based in Portland and former Governor Booth Gardner, who together with his extended family contributed $750,000.  On the other hand, initiative opponents raised about $1.6 million.  The biggest donors included the Roman Catholic Church, its Seattle and other archdioceses and units of the Knights of Columbus. 

