A Matter of Conscience
New ruling protects health care providers from dispensing medical attention or prescriptions on religious, ethical or moral grounds.
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Imagine walking into your local drug store with a prescription for birth control pills, only to have the pharmacist refuse to fill it. He could tell you to come back when another druggist is on duty, direct you to a different pharmacy or just decline and hand back the slip of paper.
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Pharmacist Anthony Dougalas holds a pack of Plan B birth control pills. A new law takes effect Monday, protecting health care workers from dispensing medical attention or prescriptions due to their religious, ethical or moral beliefs.
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It sounds unbelievable, but it’s a scenario that could happen across the country, including Luzerne and Lackawanna counties, next week as a new law takes effect. The law protects health care providers from dispensing medical attention or prescriptions if it violates their religious, ethical or moral beliefs.

This means that if a doctor on-call in an emergency room is Catholic and doesn’t want to administer the morning-after pill to a rape victim — or a pharmacist, who is a practicing Scientologist, refuses to refill a prescription for antidepressants because he is morally against it — he is not obligated by his profession to do so.

The “provider conscience rule,” passed last month by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, officially becomes law Monday. The rule would allow employees of pharmacies to refuse to fill prescriptions for contraceptives and could lead to Medicaid patients being turned away. It could also void state laws that require insurance plans to cover such medications and services.

So far, some local health care professionals don’t see any major impact the law will have on health care needs of area residents as long as there is a referral system in place.

“This has rarely come up in the past, and we consider it to be a minimal problem,” said Dave Jolley, spokesman for Geisinger Wyoming Valley Medical Center in Plains Township. 

“We have more than 750 physicians working in our network, so that if one doctor has a problem with dispensing care, he can have one of his colleagues take care of the patient,” he said.

“We have the right to not fill a prescription if it violates our religious beliefs,” said Anthony Dougalas, pharmacist at The Medicine Shoppe, Nanticoke. “So far, that hasn’t been commonplace in our area. I haven’t run into this problem yet.”

Dougalas said most pharmacists are told to suggest the patient take the prescription to another pharmacy. 

The “provider conscience rule” will be on the curriculum this fall for students enrolled in The Commonwealth Medical College.

“The new medical students will have an advantage, or an upper edge, by having this addressed in our medical ethics classes,” said Dr. Robert D’Alessandri, dean and president. “Most of us who are now doctors have never had these issues addressed in any of our classes. We will be discussing what you do if you find yourself in a situation in which it compromises your religious or personal beliefs and how you approach the patient. These students will have time to think about it, an opportunity to reflect and be able to talk to experts in the area.” 

The college will still require all medical students to attend classes in which certain issues, such as birth control, are discussed, even if it is against their religion. 

“A doctor needs to understand the practice and the pharmacology of all medications under all circumstances,” said D’Alessandri. “He should study birth control pills, dosage levels and side effects and reactions to them so if someone comes into an emergency room with a problem he can recognize the symptoms. Our students will always work with a practicing physician on duty, so they don’t have to compromise their beliefs that way and we won’t compromise the patient’s care. But we want our students to be aware of what may happen under all medical circumstances.” 

Striking a balance

“Our unwritten policy is to advocate for a happy medium when it comes to a physician’s religious beliefs and a patient’s needs ... one that respects religious beliefs of the provider but also provides assistance to the patient,” said Charles Moran, spokesman for the Pennsylvania Medical Society. “What is typically suggested is that if a physician has a moral dilemma on an issue such as the morning-after pill that he be allowed to follow his religion. He could develop a network of colleagues to whom he can refer the patient.” 

The society has not taken a position on abortion, according to Moran.

Although the legislation will not have an adverse impact upon any of the services currently provided by Planned Parenthood centers throughout the state, including the one in Wilkes-Barre, agency officials are still concerned over patients’ rights being violated.

Deb Fulham-Winston, vice president of public affairs and communications, said the ruling poses a serious threat to patients’ rights to receive complete and accurate health care information and services. The agency is lobbying to change it.

“This law is illogical,” she said. “It allows a situation in which a patient will not be receiving complete information about her health care or certain options available. All of us as patients work on the assumption that the medical profession will give us all the information we need. This undermines health care at a time when we are in an economic recession and high unemployment, and we need basic health care the most.”

Fulham-Winston is especially concerned about specific cases when immediate medical attention is necessary, such as providing emergency contraception for rape victims in a hospital emergency room. Time is essential since the morning-after pill is most effective within a short time frame, ideally 72 hours. 

More than 80 organizations have joined Planned Parenthood in signing a letter opposing this ruling, including the American Nurses Association and the American Medical Association.

Planned Parenthood suggests patients affected by the decision contact their legislators to try and have Congress pass a “motion of disapproval,” since the legislation was signed late in the Bush administration and can be repealed in 75 working days.

About the Rule

Here are the medications, procedures, persons and places most affected by the new ruling:

Medications: 
· Anti-depressants

· Contraceptives, including birth control pills, condoms and IUDs

· Hormone replacement

· Morning-after pill

Procedures: 
· Abortion

· Assisted suicide

· Reproductive technologies, like artificial insemination and in vitro fertilization

· Sterilization, including vasectomies

· Trans-gender operations

· Vaccinations

Patients: 
· AIDS and HIV-infected

· Emergency room users

· Homosexuals 

· Illegal immigrants

· Medicaid clients

· Rape victims

· Trans-genders

Places: 
· Clinics

· Doctors’ offices

· Hospitals, especially emergency rooms 

· Pharmacies

