Background on Terri Schiavo

In the case of Terri Schiavo:

8 court orders to remove her nutrition and hydration have been made; 3 with a specific date.

11 stays on the removal of her feeding tubes have been made

Twice, the tubes were actually removed, and 

Twice the tubes were re-inserted.  

Removal of the tubes would result in death by starvation and dehydration within 7 to 14 days and maybe up to 30 days.  

In 1990, five years after her marriage to Michael Schiavo, 27 year old Terri Schiavo suffered a heart attack and experienced bran damage due to lack of oxygen.  While in the hospital, tubes were inserted in her digestive system to provide nutrition and hydration.

Michael Schiavo provided rehabilitation services for Terri, including speech and occupational therapy, until 1994.  Terri was still talking in 1993 when speech therapy was discontinued.

Terri Schiavo was awarded more than $1 million following her medical malpractice trail and out-of-court settlements.  

Bob and Mary Schindler, Terri’s parents, have repeatedly attempted to remove Michael Schiavo as Terri’s guardian.  They have also sought to have the judge removed as well. 

The court appointed three successive individuals to act as guardian ad litem for Terri.  Michael Schiavo, who determined that he was too biased towards Terri, dismissed the first guardian.  The second reported that Terri Schiavo is in a persistent vegetative state with no chance of improvement.  The third concurs with the opinion of the second but has said publicly that Terri should be reevaluated to determine her actual condition.    

In January of 2000, the trial between the Schindlers and Michael Schiavo began.  Pinellas-Pasco County Circuit Court Judge George Greer presides.  Judge Greer rules that Terri would have chosen to have her food and hydration tubes removed and orders such removal.  Eleven stays on the removal are issued.  The tubes are removed and then replaced twice.  

In October of 2003, the Florida legislature passed a bill, “Terri’s Law,” that allows the governor to issue a “one-time stay in certain cases.”  The Florida Supreme Court ruled the law unconstitutional and the U.S. Supreme Court denied certiorari.    

In dispute is the state of Terri Schiavo’s mental and physical condition; that is whether or not she, in fact, is in a persistent vegetative state with no chance of improvement.  The testimony offered to substantiate PSV has had little avenue for direct cross-examination or rebuttal.  

As Terri’s guardian, Michael Schiavo is the individual with the most complete and accurate assessment of Terri’s medical condition.  The Guardianship Care Plans, filed with the court, consistently state no treatment, no hope of improvement, and no medical care needed.  The presiding judge has always approved the plans and the lack of care and has refused to hear objections to the care plans.    

Also at issue is the validity of Terri’s wishes – as reiterated by her husband.  Michael Schiavo testified that Terri remarked that she would not like to be kept alive on life support, but no written advanced medical directive nor corroborating testimony support this claim.  The Schindlers filed a civil suit claiming Michael Schiavo perjured himself when he testified that Terri stated an aversion to remaining on life support. Michael Schiavo did not seem to recall that Terri would not want to live on life support until nearly nine years after her collapse and after the FL law had changed to permit hearsay testimony to determine end of life wishes. 

Terri Schiavo is not in a coma.  She is not on a respirator or other 24-hour a-day medical equipment.  Terri is responsive to stimuli such as voices, touch, and the presence of people.  She can move her head and establish eye contact.  Terri can smile, demonstrate facial expressions, and cry.  She can arch her back and move away or towards voices and people.  Terri makes sounds and attempts to vocalize as a way of communication.  

Terri’s case is different from those of Karen Quinlan and Nancy Cruzan.  Terri’s parents want to and have offered to become Terri’s guardian and custodian.  She is not in a coma but alert.  

In 1975, Karen Ann Quinlan suffered respiratory arrest that left her in a permanent vegetative state, unable to breathe without a mechanical respirator and unable to eat without a feeding tube. Her family argued that their daughter would not have wanted to be kept alive in this condition. They asked the court for permission to remove her from the respirator, which was eventually granted.

In 1982, Nancy Cruzan was involved in an automobile accident that left her in a persistent vegetative coma. When the Cruzan family requested in May of 1987 that Nancy's life support be removed, doctors refused. Their legal efforts overcame opposition from Missouri Gov. John Ashcroft, and U.S. Solicitor General Kenneth Starr.  The Cruzan case became the first "right-to-die" argument ever heard by the United States Supreme Court. 
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