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The Need for Advance Health Care Directive
and Careful Selection of Agent is Highlighted
by the Schiavo and Pinette cases.
When she was just 26, Terri Schiavo suffered heart failure that led to severe
brain damage due to lack of oxygen. For many years her husband and parents
worked together to get Terri the best medical care possible, but after several
years Michael Schiavo, Terri’s husband, came to the conclusion that Terri
would never recover from her vegetative state. Like most young people, Terri
did not have an advance health care directive, a document that under California
law serves to appoint the person’s health care agent as well as offer directives as
to the type of end-of-life, and other, medical procedures that the person wants to
have implemented.
Because of the lack of directive which clearly voiced Terri’s desires with regard
to medical care, a protracted legal battle erupted between Michael Schiavo, who
believed that Terri would not want to continue to live in a vegetative state, and
Terri parents, the Schindlers, who believed that Terri would have wanted to
continue to live due in part to her religious upbringing. The lack of an advance
health care directive led to the intrusion of millions worldwide into the life of
this unfortunate woman, the destruction of what was formerly a close knit
family, and the unnecessary expenditure of hundreds of thousands, if not
millions, of dollars in legal fees and health care costs.
Like Terri Schiavo, Hanford Pinette found himself in a vegetative state – He
was being kept alive with a lung machine and kidney dialysis. Unlike Ms.
Schiavo, Mr. Pinette had executed a living will and the designation of health
care surrogate (the Florida equivalent of an advance health care directive in
California). His living will specified that if he became unable to decide for
himself and he were in a terminal condition, he did not want to be kept alive
through extraordinary means. He appointed his wife, Alice Pinette, to make
health care decisions for him when he became unable to do so.
Two physicians determined that Hanford was terminal and that, under the terms

of his living will, the machines should be disconnected. The doctors reasoned that Hanford was
terminal because it was expected he would never be weaned from the machines. Alice disagreed
and asserted that many people, such as Christopher Reeve, live years of quality life with the
assistance of machines. The hospital brought the matter to the court and, on November 23, 2004,
the court ruled that Mr. Pinette had clearly expressed his wishes that he did not wish to be kept
alive by a machine. The hospital removed the machines and Hanford died almost immediately.
The Schiavo case illustrates the importance of expressing your wishes through the execution of
an advance health care directive. The Pinette case illustrates the importance of communicating
your health care wishes, and selecting an agent that will honor those wishes.
In the alternative, an advance health care directive can be drafted to give the agent absolute
discretion when it comes to making end-of-life and other health care decisions. If Mr. Pinette
had drafted his documents to give his wife absolute discretion, Alice would have overridden his
living will and would have sustained his life. Care must be taken in selecting this option, as the
health care agent may be reluctant to give up hope and allow the principal’s death, even under
circumstances where it might be what the principal would have wanted. This again underscores
the importance of the principal communicating his health care wishes to his agent and exercising
great care to choose a health care agent who shares the principal’s values and thought processes
when it comes to making health care decisions.
To avoid the tragedy illustrated in the Schiavo case, advisors should recommend clients not only
execute advance health care directives for themselves, but also for their children that are old
enough to be able to voice their opinions with regarding to health care choices. To avoid the
problems of Pinette, make sure that you select an agent that shares your values and will carry out
your wishes.

Can We Be of Assistance?
Dennis M. Sandoval, A Professional Law Corporation, specializes in estate planning (including
probate administration and trust / will contests), asset protection planning, elder law (including
qualifying for Medi-Cal coverage, conservatorships, and creation of Special Needs Trusts for
disabled beneficiaries) and tax controversy work (including federal and state tax audits, appeals
and litigation). All of your referrals will be handled promptly and professionally.
Mr. Sandoval is available to speak to your group or organization. Call (951) 787-7711 to
schedule him to speak on any topic relating to estate planning, elder law, asset protection or
taxes.
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