February 23, 2007
Washington, DC
Religious Freedom Task Force:  This week, U.S. Attorney General Alberto Gonzalez announced the launch of a new religious freedom task force entitled the “First Freedom Project.” When making this announcement, Gonzalez states that “One of our most cherished freedoms…is religious freedom. It is a fundamental part of our nation’s history.”

The purpose of the new task force is two-fold: 1) to increase the enforcement of current laws which ban discrimination on the basis of religion, and 2) to educate churches about their rights and how to file complaints with the federal governments when those rights are violated. The education prong of the purpose will consist partly of training seminars to be held throughout the country, starting in Kansas City, MO, in March and followed by seminars in Tampa, FL, and Seattle, WA.
In his remarks, Gonzalez highlighted a new report, the Enforcement of Laws Protecting Religious Freedom, which demonstrates that the Justice Department has greatly accelerated its investigation and prosecution of religious discrimination cases under the leadership of the Bush administration. The DOJ went from one case reviewed and no cases investigated in 1995-2000 to 82 cases reviewed and 40 investigated in 2001-2006. 

Unwanted Publicity: In response to the recent furor over Texas requiring all girls to be vaccinated against the HPV virus, Merck, the pharmaceutical company that produces the vaccine, has announced that it will cease its lobbying efforts to encourage state legislatures to make the vaccine mandatory for young girls.
At least 26 states are considering requiring universal vaccination for school girls, and the governor of Texas, Rick Perry, has already done so by executive order. Critics of the rush to vaccinate argue that part of the push by state legislatures has been prompted by the efforts of Merck lobbyists. 
Those behind the vaccine campaign say that their purpose is to prevent girls from developing cervical cancer as adults after contracting the HPV virus when they are young. While critics acknowledge their purpose to be well-intentioned, they question the requirement of the vaccine on moral grounds, worrying that the vaccine will further erode parental rights in America and encourage sexual license. 
Even supporters of the vaccine believe that Merck’s lobbying efforts have actually presented a stumbling block on the path to mandatory vaccination. Dr. Larry K. Pickering, executive secretary of the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, the federal panel that recommended the vaccine’s use in June, told The New York Times that he agreed with Merck’s decision to cease lobbying. “They are finally going to stop doing that, which all of us will be happy about. I think it has been somewhat counterproductive. Anything that takes away from the process of getting vaccine into people is deleterious to the whole process,” said Pickering.
Forum on Accreditation: On Wednesday, the U.S. Education Department convened its meeting to discuss changing the federal rules that govern higher education accreditation. Vickie Schray, the Department of Education’s spokesperson on accreditation and its lead negotiator at this week’s session said that the purpose of the meeting is to “provide a forum for a very open and collaborative process….The department is very interested in hearing from the members of this committee on all of these issues.”
The meeting, while mostly cordial was tense in parts because of two major contentious issues: 1) the Department of Education’s aggressive push to “encourage” accreditors to instate more effective mechanisms for discerning the successful education of students by colleges that they accredit, and 2) whether the Department of Education should consider rules that would dictate to accreditors what policies their colleges should form to determine what academic credits to accept from transfer students.
The Education Department officials were quick to point out that the regulatory changes being considered are all “within the constraints of the current law.”

“It’s a Baby, Stupid”: In 2004, New Jersey resident Rosa Acuna visited her physician to discern the cause of her stomach pains. Upon learning from Dr. Sheldon Turkish that she was pregnant, she asked him if the “baby was already there.” He told her, “Don’t be stupid; it’s nothing but blood.” Acuna had an abortion but was dismayed when she learned that she had aborted a growing baby, not just blood.

Acuna sued Dr. Turkish for medical malpractice, arguing that she should have been told the fetus was a developing baby. The case was originally dismissed but an appeals court reversed the decision on the basis that a jury should decide whether doctors should be required to obtain informed consent from their patients.

This past Wednesday, Acuna’s Alliance Defense Fund attorneys argued the case before the New Jersey State Supreme Court. The ADF counsels contend that doctors should be obligated by law to tell each pregnant woman that her baby is “a complete, separate, unique and irreplaceable human being.”

