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The Reproductive Health Technologies Project commends U.S. Senators Hillary Clinton (D-NY) and Patty Murray (D-WA) for deciding to exercise their discretion to place a “hold” on the nomination of Lester Crawford to become the permanent Commissioner of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration.  The Senators – both members of the Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee – announced their intentions after meeting with the nominee in a closed-door session this afternoon that was prompted by questions raised during Crawford’s March 17 confirmation hearings.

The Reproductive Health Technologies Project shares the Senators’ concerns about the FDA’s failure to act on a host of public health issues during Crawford’s tenure as acting commissioner.  That tarnished track record includes the FDA's refusal to approve the emergency contraceptive pill Plan B for over-the-counter use, even though the agency's staff and independent experts - and the nation's leading medical authorities - support such a move.

The Senators' criticism echoes our dismay that the FDA neglected its duty to heed science and promote public health in the case of Plan B, denying women timely access to a safe and effective second chance to prevent pregnancy. After nearly two years of deliberation, the agency's unwillingness to make Plan B available without a prescription also represents an historic lost opportunity for a common sense, common ground solution to preventing unintended pregnancy and reducing the need for abortion.

Recent news reports that a growing number of pharmacists are refusing to fill women’s prescriptions for emergency contraception merely underscores the need to make Plan B available over-the-counter.  Although pharmacists who oppose emergency contraception represent a small minority in the U.S., we cannot underestimate the impact of even one woman being denied timely access to this back-up birth control method.

Plan B is an FDA-approved, back-up birth control method that prevents pregnancy in the first few days after sex.  Containing a concentrated dose of the progestin hormone found in daily birth control pills, Plan B reduces the risk of pregnancy by up to 89 percent when taken within 72 hours.  (And the sooner a woman takes it, the better it works.)  Emergency contraception could prevent up to half of the 3 million unintended pregnancies that occur each year in the U.S.  But to make a real difference, women need to be able to get it quickly.  Requiring a prescription is not only medically unjustified, it is also a known barrier to getting emergency contraception in time.  
Over-the-counter Plan B would help more women prevent unintended pregnancy and reduce the need for abortion.
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