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Living Wills: Working
Party Report
The Centre for Medical Law and Ethics
at King's College London and Age
Concern have recently produced a
report on living wills. The following is a
summary of the report by Dr David
Greaves, a member ofthe working party
which produced it.
There are increasing numbers of
incurably ill and incapacitated people,
many of whom are elderly, who can be
kept alive for prolonged periods by
medical treatment and care, but who are
incompetent to consent to or refuse
such
In
management.
these
circumstances the unquestioned
application of all possible life-sustaining
procedures may not be desired by a
majority of the public and is morally
debatable. The report covers the
medical, ethical and legal issues
involved in considering those patients
to which this might apply. They are
people who have become permanently
incompetent in making their wishes
known, as a result of terminal illness,
serious and permanent illness,
disability, or severe dementia.
Two potential routes, which are
complementary, may be considered in
changing existing practices. First,
doctors may be persuaded to make
changes in their practice. Secondly,
advance directives for health care may
be introduced on a statutory or nonstatutory basis. An advance directive is
the generic term for an act whereby a
person, whilst competent, specifically
makes arrangements about his/her
future health care decisions should he/
she become incompetent. This may be
achieved either by an instrument which
has become known as a living will, or by
a durable (or enduring) power of
attorney, or a combination of both.
The term living will refers to a
document in which a person, while still
competent, requests and directs that
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certain measures, which may be powers of attorney on a statutory basis.
variously specified, should be adopted Research, education and monitoring
if and when he becomes incapable of programmes will be essential in
taking responsibility for his own health ensuring their successful introduction.
care, ie by consenting to or refusing
treatment. The measures usually relate
to the refusal of certain forms of
treatment aimed at the preservation of
the person's life. A durable (or
enduring) power of attorney in the
context of health care allows a person,
whilst competent, to appoint an agent to
act on his behalf, in specified matters of
health care, if and when he becomes As part of its Program on International
incompetent.
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