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Patient Privacy Rights Urges Same Protections of Medical Records as Tax Returns

AUSTIN, TX – Patient Privacy Rights Foundation, a nonprofit advocacy group, urged the federal government today to require the same privacy for individual medical records as for tax return information.

At the urging of U.S. Rep. Edward J. Markey (MA), the Internal Revenue Service recently issued proposed regulations that prohibit tax return preparers from disclosing or using tax return information for purposes other than tax return preparation without the knowing, informed, and voluntary consent of the taxpayer.  Additionally, the IRS regulations require taxpayer consent before preparers send tax return information offshore to be prepared abroad.  

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), which writes the federal rules governing medical records privacy, does not require patient consent for uses of medical records or for offshoring of medical records.
“The privacy of medical records is just as important -- if not more so -- than tax returns.  Yet, HHS’ medical Privacy Rule allows hundreds of thousands private corporations to use and share the nation’s medical records for business purposes that have nothing to do with patients’ medical treatment,” said Deborah Peel, MD, Chairman of Patient Privacy Rights Foundation, based in Austin, Texas.
In 1996, Congress passed the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act, which required HHS to develop regulations to insure patients’ rights to control who can see and use their medical records.  President Bush made the Privacy Rule the law of the land in April 2001; however, HHS later amended the Rule in October 2002, allowing  “covered entities,” such as insurers, hospital corporations, employers, health plans, data processing and warehousing firms, and drug companies to use and off-shore medical records without patient permission for health-related business activities.
“This amendment reversed Congress’ and President Bush’s intent to protect patients’ privacy rights, and HHS has done next to nothing to address and resolve public complaints of privacy violations.  In effect, patients have little if any privacy rights over their medical records,” she said.      
Peel said of the 15,000 complaints filed with HHS since 2001, only one resulted in prosecution for a crime. Patients who complained of privacy violations had no recourse and no penalties were assessed for violations in the rest of the cases. 
About Patient Privacy Rights Patient Privacy Rights is a national consumer watchdog organization based in Austin, TX.  The mission of Patient Privacy Rights is to empower Americans to protect and preserve their human rights to medical privacy.  Patient Privacy Rights believes Americans should have the right to decide who can see and use their medical records and is educating Americans about threats to patient privacy. They have launched an online petition for Americans to tell Congress “I Want My Medical Privacy”.  Web site:  www.patientprivacyrights.org 
“I Want My Medical Privacy” Petition:  www.patientprivacyrights.org/petition 
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