[image: image1.wmf]
TO:  

Public Health Council 

FROM:  
Karen Higgins, RN, Co-President National Nurses United 

DATE:  
December 22, 2014

RE:  
Proposed Changes to 105 CMR 130, 105 CMR 140 and 105 CMR 150 
My name is Karen Higgins. I am a critical care nurse who has worked at Boston Medical Center for more than 30 years, and I am also the co-president of National Nurses United, the largest union for registered nurses in the nation. My testimony reflects my experinece as a frontline registered nurse in Massachusetts who experienced a very negative reaction to the flu vaccination following the enforcement of a policy very much like the the one you are now considering for all health care personnel in Massachusetts.
In  2010,  Boston Medical Center implemented a mandatory masking policy for all nurses who exercised their right to decline the flu vaccine. At that time, the hospital policy called for all nurses who declined the vaccine to wear a mask all day in all areas of the hospital. This policy was not based on any sound scientific evidence that mandatory masking reduces the spread of the flu, but instead implemented as a punitive means of coercing nurses into taking a vaccine they had good reason to refuse. I was one of those nurses. 
In the past, I have had negative reactions to flu vaccines and did not  want to subject myself to such a. However, I also have asthma and knew there was no way I could withstand wearing a mask for that long without compromising my health. I was placed in an untenable situation- accept a vaccine which could make me sick or follow a mandatory masking policy which could aggravate an existing medical condition. Under significant pressure from my employer, I decided to take the vaccine. The results were disastrous.

The day after taking the vaccine, I began to feel ill. The following day, while meeting with employee health, my airway closed completely and I was admitted to my own intensive care unit (ICU), this time as a patient. I was out of work for the next several days.
I was incensed. I was lucky that I was in the hospital when I had the reaction. If I was at home alone, I could have died. This never should have happened, and no nurse should be forced to make this choice, especially when we know that masking provides no real benefit to our patients.
Following my ICU admission, my employer refused to acknowledge that this reaction was caused by the vaccine. If I had been more seriously injured, or died, and me or my family had sought compensation for this injury, my employer, the institution that forced me to risk my health and life, no doubt would have opposed my claim.
No one cares more about protecting the public health than nurses. We are on the frontlines protecting our patients from all types of illnesses, including the flu, every day. But we cannot and will not support wreckless policies, especially policies that are only designed to coerce nurses into doing something against their better judgment and policies that may cause them personal harm, with absolutely no benefit for any of our patients. As someone who has nearly lost everything to this policy, I ask you to maintain the current flu vaccination regulations. I ask you to respect the rights and health of nurses and other caregivers, and to hold hospitals accountable for providing us with the resources and the policies we need to ensure that patients are truly safe.
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