Headlines from the Hill

Genetic Information Nondiscrimination

Act signed into law
By Erin McKeon

TO PROTECT EMPLOYEES from discrimination based on
genetic testing results, President Bush signed the Genetic
Information Nondiscrimination Act (GINA) of 2007 into law
on May 21. ANA has supported this law through its long
journey to enactment. GINA will fill the gaps in existing
healthcare privacy laws necessary to ensure protection.

Under this law, employers cannot make decisions
about whether to hire, fire, or promote employees
based on the results of genetic tests. In addition, health
insurers are forbidden from denying coverage to poten-
tial members or charging higher premiums to members
because of genetic test results. The health insurance
provisions of the bill will take effect 1 year after the
measure is signed into law; the employment provisions
will take effect after 18 months.

The new law is expected to encourage more people
to participate in genetic testing and research efforts.
Congressional leaders said that the bill will help facili-
tate genetic testing opportunities that are likely to lead
to more preventive and cost-saving treatments for vari-
ous diseases, such as breast and prostate cancer, dia-
betes, heart disease, and Parkinson’s disease. A recent
National Institutes
of Health report
found that 32% of
women who were
offered a test to
determine their ge-
netic risk of breast
cancer declined
out of concern
about potential
discrimination.

Although the final version of GINA passed both
chambers of Congress with overwhelming majorities, it
took 13 years of advocacy to make this law a reality.
The U.S. Chamber of Commerce, which opposed
GINA, was able to win some concessions before final
passage, including language that would keep an em-
ployer from being liable in lawsuits over genetic dis-
crimination involving the employer’s health plan. In ad-
dition, many forms of insurance, such as life insurance
and long-term-care insurance, have been exempted
from the protections provided by this law.

ANA has supported GINA since its initial introduc-
tion in the 104th Congress. This position is supported
by the Code of Ethics for Nurses, which requires nurses
to safeguard the patient’s right to privacy by protecting
information of a confidential nature. The Code of Ethics
further states that the patient’s rights, well-being, and
safety should be the determining factor in arriving at
any professional judgment concerning the disposition
of confidential information.

ANA endorses Kid Safe Chemicals Act

By Erin McKeon

Acting on a directive from the 2006 House of Dele-
gates, ANA has endorsed the Kid Safe Chemicals Act.
The bill would ensure for the first time that all chemi-
cals used in baby bottles, children’s toys, and other
products are proven to be safe before they are put on
the market. The need for these protections recently
was underscored by studies demonstrating a link be-
tween the chemical bisphenol A (used to make baby
bottles and water bottles) and a host of medical condi-
tions, including cancer and reproductive problems.

Under existing federal law, the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency (EPA) has little authority to gather nec-
essary data or take action to protect workers or con-
sumers from dangerous chemicals. In fact, out of the
80,000 chemicals used in our homes, the EPA has re-
quired testing only of 200.

The Kid Safe Chemicals Act was introduced on May 20
by Reps. Hilda Solis (D-CA) and Henry Waxman (D-CA)
and Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N)). If enacted, it would ad-
dress lapses in current law by establishing a safety stan-
dard for each chemical on the market. It would shift the
burden for proving chemicals are safe from the EPA to the
chemical manufacturers. The bill would give the EPA new
authority to restrict the use of chemicals that fail to meet
the EPA’s safety standard. It would also empower the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention to expand its na-
tional survey of chemicals through human biomonitoring.

In 2006, the ANA House of Delegates affirmed ANA’s
commitment to reducing the use of toxic chemicals. Its
resolution recognized the need to better understand the
relationship between health and the environment, es-
pecially for vulnerable populations, such as infants,
children, pregnant women, and the elderly. *

Erin McKeon is Associate Director of ANA's Government Affairs Department.
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