
1

A Publication of the House Committee on Public Health Chairman Peter J. Koutoujian

In This Issue:
• Mercury and autism...............1
• Year in health in review..........1
• Committee notes....................2
• Chairman’s Corner.................3

December 22, 2005

Vol. III, No. 16

   • In the News...........................4

Pharmacy access, Page 3

1

t the State House last week, during an
emotionally-charged Public Heath
Committee hearing, dozens of parents

of autistic children testified in favor of a controversial bill
that would ban Thimerosal, a preservative often used in flu vaccines.

 Thimerosal, which prevents microbial growth during the manu-
facture, storage and use of vaccines, was originally developed for use
in all vaccines during the 1930s.  However, parents and a handful of
members of the medical community contended at the hearing that
Thimerosal is related to the rise in incidence of autism that took
place during the early 1990s when the CDC increased the number
of vaccines recommended to be given to young children.

 Many parents of autistic children testified in support of the bill
and described the joyous birth of their child, the apparent normal
development, and the catastrophic halt and regression in their child’s
development and behavior.

 Vanda Marie Khadem spoke about her daughter, Sarah. Along
with describing the onset of her daughter’s autism, she also testified
that that the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) announced this
year that autism is the fastest growing developmental disability in the
United States.  The CDC has reported that as many as 1 in 166

Health reform, stem cells, and needles, oh my!

care issues.
The Public Health Committee car-

ried many of the same issues that the
Health Care Committee had during the
previous legislative session, such as
school nutrition, smoking laws and  pre-
scription drug and hospital reform.
   The debate over stem cells consumed

much of the spring and summer as
lawmakers debated a bill that sought
to make it easier for conducting
stem cell research in Massachusetts.
The State House turned into a sci-
ence classroom of sorts as scientists
and professors offered presentations
on stem cells. Supporters of the bill
said fostering stem cell research
would help advance a promising
field of study that might someday
yield cures for devastating diseases

he past year brought significant
changes to health care in Massachu-

setts.
In February, House Speaker

Salvatore DiMasi began his first full
term at the helm by reorganizing many
of the legislative committees. The Joint
Committee on Health Care was essen-
tially split into three new committees:
Public Health, Health Care Financing
and Mental Health and Substance
Abuse. The new committee structure
highlighted the importance of health
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The Massachusetts Women’s
Health Network (WHN) is a pro-
gram that provides outreach and free
medical screening services to in-
come-eligible, uninsured or
underinsured women for the early
detection of breast and cervical can-
cer, heart disease and stroke.

 Early detection and screening for
these chronic illnesses are very impor-
tant. A woman’s ability to engage a
nurse or doctor in a discussion about
her overall health can lead to even
greater improvements in her quality
of life.

Women who are eligible for this
service must live in Massachusetts,
must meet certain income standards,
have no other insurance that covers

this service, and be 40 to 64 years of
age. Exceptions do apply if a
younger woman has a personal his-
tory of breast or ovarian cancer, or
has received radiation to the chest,
been referred by a clinician, never had
a Pap test, or did not have a Pap test
in the past 5 years. Other exceptions
also include older women who are
not eligible for Medicare or Medi-
care Part B.

Anyone interested in WHN ser-
vices, located throughout the state can
call the confidential, toll-free line. The
number is 877-414-4447 (within
Massachusetts) and is answered by
representatives fluent in English,
Spanish, and Portuguese.

 Women�s Health Network offers free screenings

such as Parkinson’s as well as spi-
nal cord injuries. Opponents to the
bill objected to a specific type of
stem cell research that uses stem cells
from discarded human embryos.
The opponents called for research
to be limited to adult stem cells,
which exist in most human cells and
do not require the destruction of a
human embryo.

Both the House and Senate
passed the stem cell legislation by
wide margins, and overrode Gov-
ernor Mitt Romney’s veto of the
bill.

  The summer also saw passage
of legislation expanding access to
emergency contraception. The bill
called for requiring all hospitals to
offer emergency contraception to
rape victims. It also called for es-
tablishing a special program by
which pharmacists working in vol-
untary collaboration with a doctor
could dispense emergency contra-
ception without a prescription.
While the House and Senate over-
whelmingly passed the bill, Gov-
ernor Romney vetoed the bill based
on his controversial interpretation
that the medication could cause an
abortion. The Legislature overrode
the veto in September and the laws
went into effect this month.

  The Legislature also debated a
bill during the fall that sought to
expand access to clean hypoder-
mic needles. The legislation would
allow pharmacists to dispense clean
needles without a prescription.
Forty-seven other states have en-
acted similar legislation because
clean needle programs have been
shown to reduce transmission of
HIV, hepatitis C and other blood

borne diseases. The House passed the
bill in November. It is pending be-
fore the Senate.

   A set of proposals to reform the
Massachusetts health insurance indus-
try make perhaps the biggest health
news of 2005. The push for major
reform has gained momentum dur-
ing the past few years as rising health
insurance premiums forced a signifi-
cant portion of the Massachusetts
population onto the rolls of the unin-
sured. Both Governor Romney and
the Senate introduced sweeping health
insurance reform bills earlier in the fall,
while the House introduced and
passed its own bill in the fall that pro-
vides health insurance to virtually all
Massachusetts residents and requires
most businesses to pay into a special
state-operated fund if they do not
offer health insurance to their employ-
ees. That bill is being debated in a con-
ference committee of House and Sen-
ate members.

Several health care issues topped many agendas in 2005

Cervical cancer awareness
Tuesday, January, 10, 2006 is HPV

and Cervical Cancer Awareness Day.
The Massachusetts Caucus of Women
Legislators will hold a speaking program
and resource fair at the State House.The
speakers will include Christine Baze, a
musician and cervical cancer survivor.
She will talk about the virus that causes
cervical cancer (HPV) and the technolo-
gies that are now available to prevent
the disease. The speaking program will
run from 11:30 a.m – 12:30 p.m. in the
Great Hall. It will be followed by an
informational session from 12:45- 2p.m.
in Room 222. Featured speakers will be
Dr. Elizabeth Gardner, Staff Gyneco-
logical Oncologist at Brigham and
Women’s Hospital and Dr. Marcela del
Carmen, Gynecological Oncology Sur-
geon at Mass General Hospital

Year in review, from page 1



3

The Chairman’s Corner
Commonwealth Notes

By Representative Peter J. Koutoujian

Looking back on 2005 - Public Health Committee style
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children in the United States will be
diagnosed with autism.  Less than a
decade ago, this figure was 1 in 2,500
and in the 1980’s the figure was 1 in
10,000.

Mr. Mark Blaxill, the vice-president
of SafeMinds (Sensible Action For
Ending Mercury Induced Neurologi-
cal Disorders), said that mercury ex-
posure is a known agent of neuro-
developmental disorders.

“In simple terms, adult recipients
of a flu shot could be exposed to
mercury that is in excess of EPA safety
limits by 3.5 times.  Infant exposure
could exceed limits by 11 to 16 times
and fetal exposure by no less than 250
times following maternal vaccination,”
added Dr. David Ayoub, another of
the bill’s supporters.

Other supporters of the bill dis-
cussed what they said are the sci-
entifically proven dangerous effects
mercury has on the body, offering
detailed explanations regarding the
quantity of mercury used in vacci-
nations for infants.

Dr. Sean Palfrey, a pediatrician
at Boston Medical Center and the
immediate past President of the
Massachusetts Chapter of the
American Academy of Pediatrics
(MCAAP) , offered the only testi-
mony in opposition of the bill.
Palfrey outlined for the commit-
tee his concern that banning Thime-
rosal from all vaccines could re-
sult in a shortage of flu vaccine
which would be particularly harm-
ful during an influenza epidemic
when many people would benefit

from influenza vaccination.
 “This bill would jeopardize

hundreds of thousands of chil-
dren in the state by mandating
that they not receive flu vaccine,
thus placing them at serious risk
of illness and even death from a
particularly severe case of the flu.
If this law had been in place this
flu season, during which we have
been able to immunize 755,000
Massachusetts citizens, only
29,000 of these could have been
protected, less than four per-
cent,” Palfrey argued in reference
to the lack of Thimerosal-free
influenza vaccines currently avail-
able in Massachusetts.

 Thimerosal opponents call for ban of substance
Mercury, from Page 1

When 2005 began nearly a year
ago there was no such thing as a
Joint Committee on Public Health.

 The committee covered quite a
bit of ground in 2005. We heard
testimony on 323 bills spread over
17 hearings.   We reported favor-
able actions on several key pieces
of the legislation.  The emergency
contraception bill guaranteeing that
rape victims will be offered the
drug in hospitals is one of the
significant bills we heard that was
passed into law.

 The plan to expand access to
clean needles also received a
favorable recommendation from
the committee and was passed by

the House last month.
We also worked to address

some of the larger health issues
affecting the Commonwealth
that have not yet reached us in

the form of legislation. We held
two public hearings on Lyme
Disease – one in Ayer and one
here at the State House – to learn

more about a puzzling disease
that affects thousands of
Massachusetts residents. In
November we held a special
hearing to address the potential
threat of a Bird Flu pandemic in
the Bay State.

A bill banning the sale of junk
food in our schools also got the
committee’s nod. We hope to
see it head to the full House in
the new year.

The committee has com-
pleted its slate of regularly-
scheduled hearings, but much
work lies ahead. We will be busy
in 2006 reporting out the
remainder of our bills.

 The committee covered
quite a bit of ground in

2005. We heard testimony
on 323 bills spread over 17

hearings.
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Fat Fido’s Resolution for the New Year
Fido here! It’s the holidays, and I’ve

been paying very close attention to
how my people celebrate. There’s a
lot of food involved. If I stick close
some will usually come my way. I
have also been reading up on obesity
in pets. I heard one woman say that I
look like a Vienna sausage on tooth-
picks. I don’t think it was a compli-
ment. Anyway, I don’t think that
people really see us. Our tummies
should be tucked up, and, from above,
we should have hourglass figures. If
we look like basketballs with legs and
a head, we are obese.

All of my dog pals love a brisk walk
and a game of fetch. My cat buddies
go wild for those fishing pole toys and
extra tall indoor scratching posts to
climb.

 We know it is easy to leave food
out for us all of the time, but that dry
stuff is not only tasty; it’s full of un-
necessary carbs. Cut back on the dry
food and give us dogs and cats some
high quality canned food. It is higher
in protein and low in carbs. Our natu-
ral diets are mainly meat anyway.

Sure, we love treats, but sometimes
we just want attention. Instead of a
potato chip or a cookie, please just
play with us, pat us on our heads or
exercise us. Losing weight should be
gradual, for us and you. We could
work on it together. Did you know
that fat cats can’t groom themselves
well and they get arthritis and even
diabetes? – Los Angeles Times

Yoga may Relieve Chronic
Back Pain

A gentle yoga class provides relief
to chronic low back pain sufferers
more quickly than general exercise.
Fourteen million Americans practice
yoga, often as a way to treat chronic

aches and pains. Until now, there have
been no published studies on the ef-
fects of yoga on chronic back pain.
A recent study found tha after 12
weeks, the yoga practitioners re-
ported better back function than their
peers in other groups. The yogis were
also using less than half the amount
of pain medication than their peers
were after three months.

Certain problems, like spinal disc
injuries, might not respond well to
yoga, but most people have “non-
specific” pain involving muscles, soft
tissue and nerves. For them, thera-
peutic yoga could well be worth a
try. – Reuters

Help for People with Sea-
sonal Depression

As days get shorter and sunlight
scarce, some people “get the blues.”
But those suffering from seasonal
affective disorder (SAD) go through
a much more dramatic experience
which can be difficult to overcome
without help. Those with SAD tend
to oversleep and overeat. Many are
unable to maintain a regular sched-
ule and feel quite depressed. SAD is
thought to be caused by a disturbance
in the sleep-wake cycle and low lev-

els of the hormone melatonin.
SAD is a real disorder that needs

diagnosis and often treatment ac-
cording to Dr. Douglas Jacobs of
Harvard Medical School. “Although
the illness is usually not associated
with severe morbidity and hospital-
ization, some people can get suicidal.
If that happens, they should consult
a health care professional immedi-
ately. Most of the time SAD is mild
and self-limiting, but in some situa-
tions evaluation is needed.”

Light therapy may be required,
and if symptoms become more se-
vere, psychotherapy and antidepres-
sant medication may be appropri-
ate. Between 10-20 percent of the
U.S. population suffer from associ-
ated SAD symptoms. Seventy-five
percent are women. – MSNBC

Newer Method Driving Up
Weight-loss Surgeries

   A boom in weight-loss surger-
ies appears to be driven in part by
the growth of a less invasive,
laparoscopic procedure which re-
duces pain and permits a quicker re-
covery. The technique involves sev-
eral small abdominal incisions and
insertion of a miniature camera to
guide the surgery. This technique will
become more common in the next
few years than the older, open sur-
gical technique in which an incision
is made from the breast bone to the
navel. – MSNBC


