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December 4, 2019 
Chairwoman Jo Comerford 
Chairman John Mahoney 
Joint Committee on Public Health 
State House 
Boston, MA  02133 
 
RE:  Support of H3999, An Act Relative To Vaccinations and Public Health 
 
Dear Chairwoman Comerford and Chairman Mahoney, 
 
On behalf of the Massachusetts Public Health Association we are writing to ask your support for the 
removal of the religious exemption for childhood vaccination from our state’s law.  The Massachusetts 
Public Health Association is the champion for public health in the Commonwealth. Our focus is on 
policies and programs that prevent illness, disease, and injury, and promote health equity among all 
residents. In order to assure the safety and wellness of all the children in our Commonwealth, we 
respectfully request that H3999, An Act Relative to Vaccinations and Public Health, sponsored by Rep. 
Andy Vargas, be reported out favorably without delay.  
 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recognize vaccines as one of the greatest 
achievements of biomedical science and public health, and vaccinations have prevented enormous 
suffering and premature death. Strategic vaccination campaigns have virtually eliminated diseases that 
previously were common in the United States, including diphtheria, tetanus, polio, smallpox, measles, 
mumps, and rubella. Data is compelling:  the vaccination of children born in any given year prevents 
approximately 42,000 deaths and 20M cases of disease for that cohort of children.  In 1900, 30% of all 
deaths in the US occurred among children aged 4 and younger. By 1997, the percentage had dropped to 
less than 1.5%. The precipitous drop in transmission of these deadly diseases has occurred as a result of 
widespread administration of vaccine which protects individual children from deadly diseases, and 
significantly, it largely protects the population as a whole. 

 
However, today we are sliding backwards, and the World Health Organization has named vaccine 
hesitancy as a top 10 public health threat for 2019. It may be that the very success of childhood 
vaccination programs has created a problem.  We now take this new normal of health for granted.  For 
most of us, the reality of polio, rubella, and other deadly diseases is something of our grandparents’ 
generation or viewed only in history books.  But today we are seeing clusters of vaccine-preventable 
disease outbreaks – examples on a small scale of what could happen if we continue to backslide and lose 
the gains made through vaccination.  
 
Measles was declared eliminated in the United States in 2000. However, 19 years later in 2019, there 
have been more than 1,200 cases of measles across 31 states, the highest annual number in 27 years. 
Outbreaks have occurred in communities where too many people have chosen not to vaccinate, thereby 
reducing the disease immunity of the entire population.  
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Our public policy must first and foremost protect our children, particularly vulnerable children.  Some 
children cannot receive vaccinations due to having a compromised immune system or another 
contraindication. Children and adults with severe illness, undergoing chemotherapy, who have 
congenital immunodeficiency, HIV, or other conditions, as well as pregnant women, and people with 
vaccine-related allergies are among the vulnerable persons who rely on high-levels of immunity in the 
population to eliminate the spread of vaccine-preventable diseases.  
 
Most people in Massachusetts who refuse vaccinations for their children do so under our state law’s 
religious exemption. Religious exemptions have increased fivefold in Massachusetts since the 1980’s, 
despite no change in the state’s religious demographics and no major religion professing anti-vaccine 
beliefs. The reality is that the Massachusetts religious exemption is used for personal beliefs. 

MPHA knows that parents want to do what is best for their children, and we believe fervently that 
everyone is entitled to their personal beliefs. But public policy should be built on the best available 
science and must focus on protecting all children. Five states, including Mississippi, West Virginia, and 
California, as well as our neighbors in Maine and New York have recently removed religious exemptions 
from their books. 

In enacting this change, Massachusetts would not eliminate parental choice or make vaccines 
mandatory. A parent is entitled to choose to forgo vaccines for their children, but in doing so, they are 
not entitled to put other children at risk. Our schools are a setting where all children must be protected, 
including those most vulnerable and immunocompromised. 

MPHA urges you not to allow a continued backwards slide in public health and to vote favorably on 
H3999.  

Thank you for the opportunity to provide this testimony. 

 

Sincerely,  

    
Carlene Pavlos, Executive Director Maddie Ribble, Director of Public Policy & Campaign Strategy 
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