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Suppression of conscience is bad medicine
Taking away doctors’ conscience rights in Ontario doesn’t help women
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There’s a Toronto-based business called the Red Tent Sisters,
which gives sex advice to women. They are advocates for
women’s health, offering classes in everything from contraception
to fertility and sexuality. They encourage women to leave
hormonal contraception behind. “Ditch the Pill,” says their
website, “and reclaim your health, happiness and future
fertility.”[1]
Ditch the Pill? To reclaim health? Happiness? What?
The founders of the Red Tent Sisters teach that fertility
awareness, also known as natural family planning, provides
reliable contraception, and is better for women’s health and the
environment. There are many methods, but the commonality
between them is that they eschew daily hormones and put women themselves in charge of
their own sexual health without relying on Big Pharma.[2]
In short, fertility awareness is healthy and empowering. It could also soon be forbidden to
advise or explain it for Ontario’s doctors.
The College of Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario is reviewing their current policy on
conscience rights for doctors. They have favoured conscience rights for non-emergency
procedures to date. This reasonable position is at risk of changing.
This is due, in part, to complaints about three Ottawa doctors who won’t prescribe the birth
control pill. They don’t prescribe it partly out of religious conviction, but also because they
believe it’s bad medicine. Their motivations are different than those of the Red Tent Sisters,
but the outcome looks similar. And regardless of motivation, these are doctors who have
published numerous times in peer-reviewed journals in the last six months.[3] They are
committed professionals, concerned about their patients’ health.
The complaint is that their refusal to prescribe the Pill is denying fundamental rights and
good healthcare.
Where to begin?

The pill that sparked the controversy
Firstly, dislike of the birth control pill does not stem uniquely or even primarily from
religious sentiment. It comes from the research.
In 2005, the World Health Organization added the Pill
to its list of known carcinogens.[4] Recent studies show
an increased risk of breast cancer between 19 and 60
percent the result of taking the Pill.[5] There are risks of
embolism and stroke. And there’s a class action law
suit against Bayer’s Yasmin.[6] The CBC reported in
June 2013 that at least 23 Canadian women died
taking this particular birth control pill.[7] The death of
young women is simply not a commensurate side
effect when the goal is preventing pregnancy,
especially when there are safer ways.
Secondly, anecdotal evidence abounds. Some women
feel permanently nauseous on the Pill, others get
depressed. Still others lose the desire to have sex.

“The death of
young women is
simply not a
commensurate
side effect when
the goal is
preventing
pregnancy."

Finally, there is an environmental side. There have
been reports of damage to the ecosystem, the result of
flooding our water system with synthetic hormones.[8]
Given the many negatives of the Pill, it seems natural that many more women will seek
these natural methods of health and family planning in due course.
If doctors aren’t free to practice it, then denying freedom of conscience to doctors in this
case means denying this form of care.

Working in good conscience is good care
Ultimately, the case at hand is not exclusively about conscience. It is about freedom to
practice medicine as a doctor considers best, according to the best evidence available.
When a government body can tell doctors how to consider medical literature, at best, it’s an
extreme micro-managing of their affairs. At worst, it makes them into robots.
Defending conscience for these three Ottawa doctors is defending the life and health of
patients. By extension, it is defending your own ability to live, think and work freely,
according to your own conscience.
Research shows plenty of evidence against the Pill. It also shows much evidence in favour of
natural family planning, which has no side effects.[9] If conscience is overturned and doctors
who disagree are forced to prescribe the Pill, this will ironically mean the provision of
inferior care. Using hearts and minds together is what conscience protection allows for.
Does anyone actually want anything less in their doctor?[10]

The College of Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario is accepting opinions from the public on this matter
until August 5, 2014. To contribute to the consultation process, click here:
http://policyconsult.cpso.on.ca/?page_id=3403\
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Endnotes
[1] The Red Tent Sisters can be found online here: http://www.redtentsisters.com
[2] An overview of fertility awareness and natural family planning can be found here:
http://sexualityandu.ca/birth-control/birth_control_methods_contraception/natural_methods
[3] For an example of one such study, see http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24808123
[4] World Health Organization list of known carcinogens can be accessed directly here:
http://monographs.iarc.fr/ENG/Classification/ClassificationsGroupOrder.pdf
For more background: http://monographs.iarc.fr/ENG/Monographs/vol72/mono72-6.pdf
[5] At this link, table one, the four studies that are statistically significant, ie, have a confidence interval greater
than one, all show an association between breast cancer and the Pill.:
http://www.humupd.oxfordjournals.org/content/16/6/631/T1.expansion.html
[6] http://www.classaction.ca/actions/Pharmaceutical/Current-Actions/Yasmin-Yaz.aspx?caredrected=1
[7] CBC. (2013, June 11). Yaz, Yasmin birth control pills suspected in 23 deaths. Retrieved from:
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/yaz-yasmin-birth-control-pills-suspected-in-23-deaths1.1302473
[8] Scientific American. (2009, July 28). Can Birth Control Hormones Be Filtered from the Water Supply? Retrieved
from http://www.scientificamerican.com/article/birth-control-in-water-supply/
[9] This website speaks to some of the services offered, and success rates: https://www.fertilitycare.ca
[10] To contribute to the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Ontario consultation process, click here:
http://policyconsult.cpso.on.ca/?page_id=3403\\

