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ABSTRACT 
The Association was requested by the membership to prepare a position statement on voluntary euthanasia which was cognisant of the different views of the Association membership. The NSW Nurses' Association is a very large organisation with a membership in excess of 45,000 nurses. The membership comes from very diverse backgrounds, with wide variations in age, background, values, and political point of view. The position statement defined voluntary euthanasia as: 
an intervention by one person to end the life of another person with that person's informed consent and with the primary intent of relieving pain and suffering and causing death. 
In order to inform the debate at Annual Conference, it was decided to survey a random sample of the Association's membership to determine their views toward voluntary euthanasia. A questionnaire was constructed based on that used by Betty Kitchener from the School of Nursing, University of Canberra who conducted similar research in the ACT. The questionnaire was forwarded by mail to a random sample of 1 000 NSW Nurses' Association members together with a reply paid envelope for
their response. 
A total of 475 questionnaires were returned, a response rate of 47.5%. Of the surveys returned, 91.5% were from female members, with 8.5% from male members. The representation of males in the NSW nursing workforce is 7.9% (Nursing Workforce Annual Survey NSW 1996 NSW Health Department). Sixty percent of respondents were over forty years of age. Nearly half the respondents (45%) recorded having worked in nursing for twenty years or more.
Nurses were asked how closely they followed the public debate about voluntary euthanasia. 99.6% responded that they had taken a lot of interest or some interest. Sixty four percent stated that they took a lot of interest. 
Eighty percent of respondents supported a change in the law to allow voluntary euthanasia in some circumstances, while 70% supported a law change to allow physician assisted suicide in some circumstances. 
Four case studies were presented and respondents were asked to indicate whether the law should be changed to allow the person to have their request to end their life carried out. The responses to the four case studies suggest that nurses clearly differentiate in relation to the particular circumstances which might apply. Seventy eight percent of nurses considered that people would still request voluntary euthanasia even if effective palliative care were freely available. 
Respondents were asked whether they would be prepared to be involved in the process of voluntary euthanasia or physician assisted suicide. Of those responding, 70% were prepared to be involved in the process, with 54% willing to be a witness, 69% willing to provide support, 39% willing to assist, and 22% willing to administer the injection. Male respondents in the NSW survey were more likely than female respondents to be prepared to administer the injection. 
A limitation of the survey is the response rate of 47.5%. There is no way of knowing whether those who did not respond hold similar attitudes to those who did respond. 
It is important to remember that voluntary euthanasia is not legal in NSW. Nurses must work within existing legislation The way nursing care is provided is influenced by legislation. Nurses need to be involved in the way any legislation that affects nursing practice is framed. 
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