Physician Assistant Graduation:  Health Care and Politics  August 9, 2008
Thank you OHSU Physician Assistants, Class of 08, for inviting me to share with you this wonderful achievement in your life.  Few people have accomplished what you have to get here and I congratulate you and your family.  You truly have expanded the number of opportunities that will b e available to you.  You are entering a profession that is going to give you a great deal of satisfaction and of course a great deal of satisfaction to your patients.  You will never lack for want of work.  

As a public health nurse in Multnomah and Clackamas Co, I referred many of my patients to physician assistants.  I had homeless TB clients that needed tracking for their INH medication.  I had drug affected babies and drug addicted moms that needed checking.   I had AIDS patients that had no support system.  I had homeless teens who wanted to quit smoking.  Anyway, my experience with physician assistants has been most positive.

Being a public health nurse for 20 years and an Oregon State legislator for almost 8 years, I want to talk to you today about health care and politics and hopefully your role in it.  

When I graduated from nursing school, all I could think about was working and bringing home a paycheck.  I gave no thought to the legislature and the importance it had on my scope of practice as a nurse.  Now that I am a State Senator I now know that the legislature is making decisions about how I can practice nursing and how you practice as a PA. 
We have so many pressing health care problems in this country.  Oregon State legislators are addressing our broken health care system and you need to protect your profession when these changes are being made.  That is why it is so important to have a voice in the legislature.  The physician assistants do have a voice.  You do have a lobbyist.  I would encourage you to support your professional organization because they will make sure your interests are taken care of when changes are being made to the health care system in Oregon.
Your professional organization, the Oregon Society of Physician Assistants have brought forward several bills that passed in the past 3 sessions.  Nearly all of them started or ended in my health committee where I am chair. 

 

Here are some of the issues:  They may not be earth shattering, but they do affect the way you practice, your market share of the patients, and more importantly your patients.
Allows PAs to work in an area the supervising physician does not regularly practice

Allowing PAs to sign death certificates.  Families need to start making arrangements and cannot start the process without a death cerfificate.
Allow PAs to prescribing schedule 2 drugs

Allow PAs to sign for disabled hunting and fishing permits

Removing the sunset on the insurance mandate for rural PAs and expanded it to all PAs

Allows a MD to supervise up to 4 PAs

Allow PAs to work as attending physicians in the worker's compensation system

We added PAs to the disaster bill as a provider.  

 As you know the Board of Medical Examiners regulate PA’s and disciplines you as PA’s.  Changed the makeup of the PA advisory committee to the BME to include 3 PAs

In the future PAs and the Oregon Society of Physician Assistants need to look at being represented on the Oregon Medical Board.  You do have an advisory committee to the OMB but this is not nearly as effective as having an actual voting member on the board.  I believe you as a profession will be working next session to add a PA to the OMB. 
I take a look at the 40,000 nurses in this state.  They have power and a lot of money at the legislative level.  Dues are over $800 per year for the ONA.  The professional nursing associations are very strong advocating for themselves.  Other states look to Oregon for cutting edge advancement for the nursing profession.  PA’s cannot take a back seat.  There are not very many PA’s. You must take a stand to be sure protect your profession and enhance health care for all Oregonians.  You can testify before the legislative committees.  Actual PA’s in person, writing a letter, sending an email, or making a phone call can make a tremendous impact on how a legislator will vote on an issue.
I hope that you will get active politically in your profession.

You must take a stand on what you as a profession can do.

I launched my political career as a school board member in Gresham back in the early 90’s.  I needed a social life since I was a single parent and I cared deeply about public education.  Both my parents were educators.

After serving on the school board for 9 years and 18 years as a public health nurse, Governor Kitzhaber asked me to run for the legislature for State Representative.  My kids were out of college and I said why not.  I had no idea what I was really getting into.  Well, I raised lots of money, knocked on 1000’s of doors, asking people to vote for me.  I lost that 1st election by 200 votes.  
Well, the next election cycle I decided to try again.  I don’t give up easy.  The thing I did differently was I focused on the fact that I was a nurse, a health care provider.  Everyone loves nurses.  I would go to the door and say,  Hi, I’m Laurie Monnes Anderson and I’m running for State legislature.  Because I was a nurse, they’d ask me to take their blood pressure, look at their rash, and check their medications.  I won the next race.  In 2004 I won one of the most contested races in Oregon for State Senate.  One of the big reasons I won is I represented the health care profession and everyone has health care interests.
The longer I am in the legislature the more I become a strong advocate for looking at ways to provide health insurance to all Oregonians.  600,000 of Oregonians are uninsured and 117,000 of those are children.  When people don’t have access to health care, or health care insurance, there quality of life is diminished, often times greatly.
A health care professional’s priorities are different than say an attorney, a farmer, CEOs' of big corporations.  That is why health care professions have to be at the table in the legislature.  It’s not that my priorities are right and that the others are wrong.  We just need to be able to dialogue.  My priorities???    Health care access for all!! Quality Health Care!!!!  Affordable Health Care!!!   Patient Safety!!  To date I’ve been successful in getting legislation passed dealing with patient safety in the hospitals.  We have a ways to go but we’re getting there.  Scope of practice for physician assistants, nurse practitioners and nurse specialists has greatly increased.  We were successful in passing a bill that would make medications more affordable to individuals, school districts, businesses, cities, and counties.
Our state constitution says -  State of Oregon is responsible and will take care of those in need.  I know most of you, if not all of you  have seen people in need.  You have met people who made poor health choices or by happenstance, are now in dire medical need.  How do you think those experiences would guide you in making legislative decisions?  How differently would you hear testimony about programs to help the medically poor in comparison to the business man sitting next to you?
My challenge to you is continue to Give Back to your community and profession. There are a variety of ways you can do this.  Whether it is on the local school advisory committee, Kiwanis, Lions, Shriners, or finance committee of your city council or activities dedicated to children, learning, and community service.

Don’t stop giving back, no matter how big or  small  Whether you continue on with your education or you go in another direction, may the doors that are opened to you today lead to success, happiness, and fulfillment.  

Please accept my deep appreciation for the honor you have bestowed upon me by inviting me to join you in this celebration today.  Thank you and congratulations to each one of you.
