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Family planning clinics could face gag order 

By Judith Davidoff 
June 2, 2005 

Republican lawmakers are once again attempting to impose a so-called "gag order" on family planning clinics. 

The Legislature's Joint Finance Committee is expected to act this week on a budget motion that would cut state funding to agencies that provide information on abortion as part of their counseling services for pregnant women.

The measure, which was drafted at the request of Reps. Scott Suder, R-Abbotsford, and Dan LeMahieu, R-Oostburg, but has not yet been introduced to the panel, would also require the Department of Health and Family Services to give preference to local health departments or tribal health centers in awarding family planning funds.

Private organizations, including Planned Parenthood, would be eligible only for any remaining funds.

"We are not against any woman receiving" family planning services, said Sue Armacost, legislative director of Wisconsin Right to Life, which strongly backs the budget motion. "It's a matter of who is administrating them."

Armacost charged that Planned Parenthood of Wisconsin uses its family planning clinics, which provide an array of health services to low-income women including screenings for ovarian cancer and sexually transmitted diseases, to recruit pregnant clients to its three abortion clinics.

She called this alleged practice a "huge conflict of interest."

"We feel the money is much better spent and women better served in local county health departments," Armacost added.

Chris Taylor, political director of Planned Parenthood, flatly denied Armacost's charges.

"We can't legally do that and we don't do that," she said. "Sue Armacost has never come up with one specific allegation of us breaking state or federal law. She knows she doesn't have any specific instance."

Taylor also questioned why Republican legislators, purportedly champions of fiscal responsibility, would do away with the competitive bidding process that currently guides the awarding of such grants.

"We would think the Republican majority would be supportive of competitive bidding, which is designed to maximize these dollars and serve as many people as possible."

LeMahieu, who provided a copy of the budget motion to The Capital Times, said he didn't think DHFS would run into any problems by giving first dibs to counties.

"I don't know why they couldn't do it," he said.

Suder, who is also the author of a pending bill that would prohibit abortion counseling at state-funded family planning programs, could not be reached for comment.

Taylor said the budget motion would require family planning providers to choose between state and federal funds because the federal government requires its grant recipients to provide pregnant patients with information on all of their options, including abortion.

She noted that if the state could not find enough providers it might jeopardize some $29 million in federal assistance by failing to spend the minimum needed to draw down its full allotment of federal matching dollars.

Taylor said she doubted whether other potential service providers, including counties, would bid for grant dollars when they haven't in the past.

"They could have, but they didn't because we can do it cheaper and we can do it better," she said.

"We're out there every day serving the poorest of the poor in a way that is efficient, cost effective and certainly cost effective for the patients we serve," Taylor added.

The budget motion would directly affect 53 family planning providers in the state that currently receive state funds and threaten the ability of approximately 32,000 women to access family planning services, she said.

Planned Parenthood serves about 43 percent of these women, or about 13,500 women.

Mark Pocan, D-Madison, a member of the Joint Finance Committee, said the family planning proposal is another example of how Republican legislators are "trying to put even more social re-engineering into the state budget."

"It is really just a terrible idea," he added. "It's far more about politics than policy."

Pocan, like Taylor, was skeptical that counties, who are already strapped for operating dollars, would be chomping at the bit to be the provider of additional services.

"They are already under a tight budget squeeze," he said. "They're not looking to take new projects on."
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