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OKLAHOMA CITY – The Oklahoma Legislature is trying to practice medicine without a license by passing Senate Bill 714, said a group of medical professionals who urge Gov. Brad Henry to veto the bill. 

Clad in white coats, seven physicians joined three Senate Democrats in a press conference Thursday, urging Gov. Brad Henry to veto SB 714. The measure would cut off state funding for any facility where an abortion is advised or performed for any reason other than to save the life of the mother. SB 714 was approved with overwhelming, bipartisan support in both houses of the Legislature, and was sent to Gov. Henry on Wednesday. 

The author of the measure, state Sen. James Williamson, R-Tulsa, said SB 714 gets the state of Oklahoma out of the abortion business. 

“The taxpayers of Oklahoma should not be forced to subsidize the termination of unborn babies,” said Williamson when the measure passed on Wednesday. 

But on Thursday, members of the medical community said the bill has far-reaching implications that promise reduced quality of care for Oklahoma women. The bill interferes with a physician’s ability to make recommendations to their patients in good faith based on their medical expertise when the subject of abortion is concerned, the doctors said. 

“Our concern is for our patients, and this is very harmful to patients,” said Dana Stone, chairwoman of the American College of Obstetrics & Gynecology, Oklahoma. The provisions of SB 714 would not prohibit a woman from using private funds to obtain an abortion in a private abortion clinic. But the wording of SB 714 would prohibit almost all abortions from being performed at the majority of Oklahoma hospitals. Low-income women would not be able to rely on Medicaid funds for an abortion unless their lives literally depended on it. State Sen. Jim Wilson, D-Tahlequah, said the bill thus discriminates against low-income women. 

“It is so egregious that an ER won’t be able to give rape or incest victims emergency contraception to keep them from becoming pregnant as a result of the assault,” said Wilson. 

“It shall be unlawful for any public institution, public facility, public equipment, or other physical asset owned, leased or controlled by this state or any agency or political subdivisions thereof to be used for the purpose of performing or assisting an abortion not necessary to save the life of the mother,” reads the bill. 

“It shall be unlawful for any funds received or controlled by this state or any agency or political subdivision thereof,” the bill continues, “including, but not limited to, funds derived from federal, state or local taxes, gifts or grants, from any source, public or private, federal grants or payments, or intergovernmental transfers, to be used to encourage a woman to have an abortion not necessary to save her life, except to the extent required for continued participation in a federal program.” 

The bill makes no exceptions to allow a woman carrying a fetus with a fatal birth defect to choose to end the pregnancy. Forcing a woman to carry a baby to term just to watch it die shortly after birth is cruelty, said physician Eli Reshef. 

The majority of Oklahomans who approve of making an exception to abortion prohibitions in cases of rape or incest should contact their legislators and the governor to make their views known, said state Sen. Debbe Leftwich, D-Oklahoma City. 

Stone said the perception of an “elective abortion” is misleading. Often, a woman with a planned, wanted pregnancy will discover the child has a severe defect. The choice to carry the child to term or end the pregnancy should be made by the woman with input from her family and religious leaders, not by the Legislature, said Stone. 

The physicians said the medical community was not consulted in drafting the language of SB 714, and the language is so medically inaccurate and vague – particularly the use of the term “encourage” in the bill – that legal problems will be easily created for physicians. 

State Sen. Andrew Rice, D-Oklahoma City, suggested such legal ambiguity was purposefully created in SB 714, so as to encourage medical facilities and health care providers to avoid abortions altogether and thus avoid legal challenges and “frivolous lawsuits.” 

Henry’s spokesman, Paul Sund, said the governor is still reviewing SB 714, “and will not pass final judgment until he does.” 

“The governor also wants to explore concerns raised by the medical community before he makes a final decision,” said Sund.
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