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February 20, 2019

The Honorable Sen. Jeannie Darneille

Chair, Senate Committee on Human Services,
Reentry, and Rehabilitation

John A. Cherberg Building, Room 237

304 15 Ave. SW

Olympia, Washington 98501

Re: SUPPORT for SB 5749, Testimony from American Atheists in support of legislation to end
faith healing exemptions to medical neglect laws

Dear Chairperson Darneille and Members of the Senate Committee on Human Services, Reentry,
and Rehabilitation:

American Atheists, on behalf of its nearly 1,500 constituents in Washington, thanks you for holding
a hearing on SB 5749, a vital measure that will protect the health and welfare of children in
Washington State by ensuring that the government can take action to prevent and prosecute
instances of medical neglect. This bill has broad support and has been endorsed by child welfare
advocates, medical professionals, religious groups, civil rights advocates, prosecutors, and parent’s
groups. We urge you to swiftly pass this important legislation.

American Atheists is a national civil rights organization that works to achieve religious equality for
all Americans by protecting what Thomas Jefferson called the “wall of separation” between
government and religion created by the First Amendment. We strive to create an environment
where atheism and atheists are accepted as members of our nation’s communities and where
casual bigotry against our community is seen as abhorrent and unacceptable. We promote
understanding of atheists through education, outreach, and community-building and work to end
the stigma associated with being an atheist in America. As advocates for the health, safety, and
well-being of all Americans, American Atheists objects to efforts to subordinate a person’s medical
care to the religious beliefs of others.

Although Washington has long provided protection for children through medical neglect laws, the
existing law contains a dangerous loophole. Specifically, Washington’s child neglect law exempts
faith healing traditions and practitioners from child negligence and criminal mistreatment
prosecution. Moreover, the current language unconstitutionally favors one specific religion by
creating special exemptions for Christian Scientists. These exemptions endanger children and shield
faith healers from liability for letting children die by denying them basic medical care.

In 2009, 17 year old Zachery Swezey of Carlton, Washington, passed from appendicitis after his
parents refused to seek medical treatment due to their religious beliefs. Appendicitis has a less than
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1% fatality rate when treated with conventional medicine.! Research shows that between 1975 and
1995 alone, there were at least 140 pediatric deaths from conditions with a 90% or higher survival
rate with medical treatment.? Under current law, prosecutors in Washington can do little to take
action against those responsible for these tragic and unnecessary deaths. While adults have the
right and ability to reject medical treatment for themselves, the Supreme Court has recognized that
parents do not have the right to inflict these beliefs upon children by denying them appropriate
care.’

Washington has a duty to protect all children, regardless of the religious beliefs of their parents or
faith leaders. The current situation is simply unconscionable, in that it leaves too many children
vulnerable to medical neglect, and unconstitutional, in that the law favors one particular religious
sect. States like Oregon have already removed the dangerous loopholes allowing for medical
neglect from their laws — Washington lawmakers should take immediate action to do the same and
prevent even one more child in Washington from dying due to preventable illness in the name of
religion.

SB 5749 is a common-sense solution to a tragic situation. We strongly urge you to pass this life-
saving legislation. Thank you for the opportunity to testify in favor of this critically important bill. If
you should have any questions regarding American Atheists’ support for SB 5749, please contact me
at 908.276.7300 x9 or by email at agill@atheists.org.

Sincerely,

Alison Gill, Esq.
Vice President, Legal and Policy

Cc: All Members of the Senate Committee on Human Services, Reentry, and Rehabilitation
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