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Don’t turn a medical database into a
law enforcement tool

Law enforcement advocates would like to chip away at
Oregonians’ health privacy. They want access to prescription
records maintained by the Oregon Health Authority without
judicial review.

That’s a terrible idea.

The OHA oversees a Prescription Drug Monitoring Program
that tracks who prescribes what to whom. The database is
walled off from casual review to protect privacy. Mostly only
medical professionals can look at the records. That way a
doctor can check to see if a patient is taking any other drugs
that might react badly with something she is considering
prescribing.

The program monitors prescriptions for opioids, amphet-
amines, narcotics, anabolic steroids and other addictive or
street-popular drugs. Pharmacists enter data about patients
(name, date of birth, etc.) and their prescribing doctor after
filling a prescription.

Law enforcement has limited access to these state health
records. They must obtain a court order as part of an active
drug-related investigation. State health licensing boards also
can review the data as part of an active investigation into a
licensee.

Requiring law enforcement to get a warrant is the same
reasonable check that applies to so many other pieces of per-
sonal information. Judicial scrutiny prevents abuse.

But Oregon Secretary of State Dennis’ Richardson’s auditors
think it’s too much of a barrier. In an audit released in Decem-
ber, they recommended allowing police to skip the warrant.

The idea has insidious appeal. Why not help cops catch the
addicts and dealers who are buying up too many drugs or
doctors who hand out prescriptions too easily?

“Trust us, we have only your best interests at heart” should
never fly as a reason to give up privacy. The nation’s Founders
wrote the Fourth Amendment specifically to protect Americans
against government’s sticking its nose where it doesn’t belong.
History is full of cases where government abused even small
invasions of privacy implemented with the best stated inten-
tions. Look no further than the National Security Agency’s
program of warrantless wiretapping.

Sometimes there is an overwhelmingly compelling reason
to carve out an exception to privacy, but law enforcement and
state auditors need to make a much stronger case for this one.
The public should make an informed choice.

People have legitimate reasons to worry about their health
privacy beyond the self-evident fact that our health is no one’s
business but our own. If records about health conditions and
prescription drug use leak out, insurance companies and em-
ployers might turn it against people. And there’s no reason to
trust that law enforcement or other investigators will maintain
confidentiality considering the many data breaches companies
and governments have had in recent years. The fewer places
such information is stored, the better.

Oregon and most other states track prescriptions to help
with health care, not arrests. Substance use disorders are a
medical condition that requires health care intervention and
support, not just criminal justice. America cannot arrest its
way out of the opioid epidemic.

Turning a medical database into a law enforcement tool
would violate the fundamental reason it exists.
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Affordable housing essential for prosperous community

Housing Matters Union County ~ Center for Human Development,
is a local housing collaborative Grande Ronde Hospital, Zion
whose roots began in 2016 when Lutheran Church, The Collins
the Zion Lutheran Church of Foundation, The Ford Family
La Grande was asked to find Foundation, Oregon Community
housing for a family new to Union ~ Foundation and Meyer Memorial
County. In a competitive rental Trust.
market, that married couple These funds were granted to
struggled to find stable and secure  hire a full-time coordinator who
housing for them and their chil- works with the collaborative on
dren due to a bruised rental his- several goals, including: a single-
tory. After experiencing firsthand ~ coordinated application system
the challenges of renting with a for local renters, tenant recruit-
less than ideal resume and finding  ment into positions of leadership,
out many others were experienc-  housing support services, a social
ing those same difficulties, Rever- ~ marketing campaign geared
end Nelson and other concerned toward community education,
residents began to collaborate on ~ and expanding the local housing
how things might be made better. ~ market to benefit all.

Those collaborations grew Studies show that the ability
into our current form, a group of to obtain safe, affordable and
several dozen participants from secure housing leads to incred-
local government, social service ible benefits for families and the

agencies, landlords and other
concerned residents who strongly

communities they live in; crime
goes down, tax dollars are saved,

My Voice

ABOUTTHE AUTHOR
Jason Matheny is the
coordinator of Housing
Matters Union County.

My Voice columns reflect the
views of the author only. My
Voice columns should be
500-700 words. Submissions
should include a portrait-
type photograph of the
author. Authors also should
include their full name, age,
occupation and relevant
organizational memberships.
We edit submissions for
brevity, grammar, taste and
legal reasons. We reject

those published elsewhere.
Send columns to La Grande
Observer, 1406 5th St.,

La Grande, Ore., 97850,

fax them to 541-963-7804

or email them to news @

believe that housing is the founda-  and productivity is increased. With lagrandeobserver.com.

tion of a thriving community. our communities being designated

Sponsored by Northeast Oregon as “severely rent burdened,” it’s

Network, we have successfully vital we work together to build Lutheran Church in La Grande
secured nearly $300,000in fund-  prosperity. Want to be part of find-  every third Monday of the month
ing from these generous donors: ing solutions? Join us at the Zion ~ at noon and lend your voice.

CONTACT YOUR PUBLIC OFFICIALS

President Donald Trump: The White House, 1600
Pennsylvania Ave., Washington, D.C. 20500; 202-456-
1414; fax 202-456-2461; to send comments, go to
www.whitehouse.gov/contact.

U.S. Sen. Jeff Merkley: D.C. office: 313 Hart Senate
Office Building, Washington, D.C. 20510. Phone: 202-
224-3753. Fax: 202-228-3997. Website: merkley.senate.
gov/. Email: merkley.senate.gov/contact/. Portland
office: One World Trade Center, 121 S.W. Salmon

St. Suite 1250, Portland, OR 97204; 503-326-3386;

fax 503-326-2900. Pendleton office: 310 S.E. Second
St. Suite 105, Pendleton 97801; 541-278-1129; email
elizabeth_scheeler@merkley.senate.gov.

U.S. Sen. Ron Wyden: D.C. office: 221 Dirksen
Senate Office Building, Washington, D.C. 20510-3703;
phone: 202-224-5244; fax 202-228-2717. Website:
wyden.senate.gov. Email; wyden.senate.gov/contact/.
La Grande office: 105 Fir St., No. 210, La Grande,

OR 97850; 541-962-7691; fax, 541-963-0885; email
kathleen_cathey @wyden.senate.gov.

U.S. Rep. Greg Walden (2nd District): D.C. office:
2185 Rayburn House Office Building, Washington,
D.C. 20515-0001, 202-225-6730; fax 202-225-5774.
Website: walden.house.gov/. Email: walden.house.
gov/e-mail-greg. La Grande office: 1211 Washington
Ave., La Grande, OR 97850; 541-624-2400, email
jorden.noyes@mail.house.gov.

Oregon Legislature: Legislative documents and
information are available online at www.leg.state.
or.us.

Oregon Gov. Kate Brown: 900 Court St. N.E.,
Salem, OR 97301; 503-378-4582.

Oregon Secretary of State: Dennis Richardson:

136 State Capitol. Salem OR 97310-0722; 503-986-
1523.

State Sen. William S. Hansell (29th District/
Pendleton): Salem office: 900 Court St. NE.,

S-423, Salem, OR 97301; 503-986-1729. Website:
www.oregonlegislature.gov/hansell. Email: sen.
billhansell@oregonlegislature.gov.

State Rep. Greg Barreto (58th District/

Cove): Salem office: 900 Court St. NE., H-384,
Salem, OR 97301; 503-986-1458. Website: www.
oregonlegislature.gov/barreto. Email: rep.
gregbarreto @oregonlegislature.gov.

State Rep. Greg Smith (57th District): Salem
office: 900 Court St. NE., H-482, Salem, OR,

97301; 503-986-1457. Heppner office: PO. Box 219,
Heppner, OR 97836; 541-676-5154; Website: www.
oregonlegislature.gov/smithg. Email: rep.gregsmith@
oregonlegislature.gov.

City of La Grande: Mayor Steve Clements, City
Manager Robert Strope; PO. Box 670, La Grande, OR
97850; 541-962-1309; fax 541-963-3333.

Union County Commissioners: Donna Beverage,
Matt Scarfo and Paul Anderes; 1106 K Ave., La
Grande, OR 97850; 541-963-1001; fax 541-963-1079.
Wallowa County Commissioners: John Hillock,
Todd Nash and Susan Roberts; 101 S. River St., Room
202, Enterprise, OR 97828; 541-426-4543, ext. 11; fax
541-426-0582.

Joseph City Councilors: MayorTeresa Sajonia;
Martin Hamilton; Pearl Strum; Tanya Collier; Michael
J Lockhart; Patty Bufford 541-432-3832; PO. Box

15, Joseph, Oregon 97846; 201 North Main St.;
cityofjosephoregon@gmail.com
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