THE VULNERABILITIES OF THE ELDERLY UNDER A EUTHANASIA REGIME
Statistically speaking, it will most likely be elderly, terminally ill New Zealanders who will primarily access
assisted dying under the new End of Life Choice Act, seeing that this is overwhelmingly the case in
those jurisdictions where euthanasia is lawful.1 One therefore needs to consider the myriad of upstream
political, economic and social pressure points that reveal the particular vulnerabilities elderly New
Zealanders will face under our new euthanasia regime. It is likely that many elderly New Zealanders
will immediately or eventually find themselves eligible for assisted dying after the Act enters into force,
at a time when 1.

New Zealand’s under-funded and over-burdened health system is already failing to meet their
needs;2

2.

their numbers are growing rapidly. Up to 20-22% of New Zealanders (around 1.1 million) are
projected to be aged over 65 years by 2032, 27% by 2050 and up to 33% by 2068;3

3.

New Zealand's rapidly aging population is placing increasing pressure on its over-burdened
health system. The most recent figures show that elderly New Zealanders consume at least 42%
($983 million) of the health services budget of the Ministry of Health, the same Ministry now
vested with administering the Act;4

4.

medical reports have found that the introduction of euthanasia and assisted suicide practices can
lead to a significant reduction in health spending;5

5.

one in five elderly New Zealanders identify as being extremely lonely;6

6.

in Canada in 2020, 18.6% of those Canadians euthanised or assisted in their suicide under its
Medical Assistance in Dying (“MAID”) law reported “isolation or loneliness” as one of the reasons
underlying their request;7
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7.

10 per cent of elderly New Zealanders suffer some form of abuse, either physically, sexually,
psychologically, financially or through neglect;8

8.

isolation and loneliness are common denominators in many cases of elder abuse.9 Some 79%
of elderly abusers are family / whānau members, and children are the most common category of
abuser (48%). In elder abuse cases involving older people living in residential care, 67% of
abusers are family / whānau members and 20% are staff of the facility;10

9.

financial and psychological abuse are the most common forms of elder abuse and neglect. Both
forms are increasing in New Zealand's population;11

10.

on average there are 313 inheritance dispute cases each year in New Zealand's Family Courts
and High Courts;12

11.

some 59% of the (mostly elderly) Oregonians assisted in suicide under Oregon’s Death With
Dignity Act in 2019 stated that being a “burden on family, friends or caregivers” was the reason
or one of their reasons for requesting assisted suicide.13

12.

some 35.9% of the (mostly elderly) Canadians who were euthanised under Canada’s Bill C-14
MAID law during 2020 cited “perceived burden on family, friends or caregivers” as the reason or
one of their reasons for requesting euthanasia;14

13.

the UK Supreme Court has found that elderly people are particularly vulnerable to real or
perceived pressures to end their lives under an assisted dying law.15

Additionally, many elderly New Zealanders who will immediately or eventually find themselves eligible
for euthanasia post-November 2021 are likely to be Māori, at a time when:
14.

Māori are disproportionately represented in New Zealand's suicide, terminal illness and sickness
rates, and in the areas of mental health and disability;

15.

Māori constitute a significant proportion of New Zealand’s burgeoning older population who are
poor and sick. The number of older Māori needing care on a more than daily basis could increase
by more than 200 per cent by 2026;16

16.

Māori are already being failed by New Zealand’s health system, as a recent Waitangi Tribunal
claim has argued;17

17.

older Māori face higher rates of elder abuse.18
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