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NON-RELIGIOUS doctors are more likely to make decisions that could hasten a terminally ill patient's death than are religious doctors, a new study suggests.

A survey of 4000 British doctors found that those who described themselves as ''very'' or ''extremely'' non-religious were twice as likely as religious doctors to have provided deep sedation until death, even if it could speed up the patient's dying process.

The results of the survey, published in the Journal of Medical Ethics, also showed that non-religious doctors were more likely to have discussed life-shortening measures with patients.

 

Monash University Centre for Human Bioethics director Justin Oakley said the results suggested religious doctors might not be having frank and open discussions with patients and that some patients might be denied access to care such as deep sedation because of doctors' religious beliefs.

Associate Professor Oakley said the study should prompt similar research in Australia. He felt doctors should disclose their views to patients so they could make informed decisions about who cared for them.

''I think doctors owe it to patients to tell them up front what they are prepared to do for them and what they are not,'' he said.

In Australia, it is illegal for doctors to give drugs with the deliberate intention of ending someone's life, but they can administer morphine or other medication to relieve pain or distress that may shorten life.

Australian Medical Association president Andrew Pesce said if doctors were morally opposed to particular procedures, such as abortion or sedation for the dying, they should refer patients wanting those procedures to someone else who could help them.

