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County of Santa Clara Leads Coalition Challenging Trump Administration 
Rule Under Which Patients Could Be Unlawfully Denied Medical Care 

   
New regulation would invite health care workers to deny care to vulnerable patients based on 

the workers’ religious beliefs, including in emergencies 
 

SANTA CLARA COUNTY, Calif. — The County of Santa Clara (the County) today filed suit in the 
U.S. District Court for the Northern District of California challenging a recently released Trump 
administration regulation that would permit individual hospital employees to deny care to patients whose 
healthcare needs or choices do not align with the employees’ own religious or moral convictions. The 
rule, which the County argues unlawfully encourages healthcare workers to deny care to patients based on 
personal beliefs, would cause significant harm to patients and to the operation of critical safety-net 
healthcare providers including the County of Santa Clara’s Health System. 
 
The County has long-standing policies that appropriately accommodate healthcare providers’ beliefs 
without compromising patient care. But the new regulation, released earlier this month by the Department 
of Health and Human Services, invites health care workers — doctors, nurses, EMTs, administrators and 
clerical staff — to deny medical treatment and services to patients because of personal religious or moral 
beliefs. Healthcare facilities that do not comply risk losing federal funding. The regulation will cause 
mass confusion among healthcare providers and is completely infeasible to implement. As a result, other 
healthcare facilities may do away with reproductive and LGBTQ services altogether, leaving millions 
without access to critical health care, or creating additional burdens on health systems like the County’s. 
 
“The Trump administration has consistently disregarded its obligation to comply with federal law and to 
honor the rights of vulnerable individuals,” said James R. Williams, County Counsel. “We will fight to 
ensure that all of our citizens have reliable access to health care regardless of their gender identity, sexual 
orientation, race, or religion.” 
 
The County’s lawsuit (County of Santa Clara vs. HHS) argues that the rule is unconstitutional because it 
advances specific religious beliefs in violation of the First Amendment; violates patients’ rights to 
privacy, liberty and equal dignity as guaranteed by the Fifth Amendment; and chills patients’ speech and 
expression in violation of the First Amendment, all to the detriment of patients’ health and well-being. 
The lawsuit also asserts that HHS violated the federal Administrative Procedure Act in creating the rule 
by arbitrarily and capriciously failing to consider the impact on patients. 
 



“With increased restrictions on how employers can manage religious objections, we could face a situation 
in which patients were literally dying and could be denied the care they need,” said Supervisor Susan 
Ellenberg. “Under our current policy and practice, healthcare provider rights are respected, and patient 
care is never compromised.”  
 
The County of Santa Clara filed suit along with a national coalition of health care providers and advocates 
including the Center for Reproductive Rights, Lambda Legal, Americans United for the Separation of 
Church and State, Mayer Brown, and several specialized health care clinics, physicians, and associations 
of medical professionals. 
 
The case number is: 5:19-cv-2916 
 

### 
 
About the Santa Clara County Counsel’s Office 
 
The County Counsel serves as legal counsel to the County, its Board of Supervisors and elected officials, 
every County department and agency, and the County’s boards and commissions. With a staff of over 
200, the Office is also responsible for all civil litigation involving the County and its officers. Through its 
Social Justice and Impact Litigation Section, the Office litigates high-impact cases, drafts innovative local 
ordinances, and develops policies and programs to advance social and economic justice. 
 
About the County of Santa Clara, California 
 
The government of the County of Santa Clara serves a diverse, multi-cultural population of 1.9 million 
residents – the most populous in Northern California. With a $7 billion annual budget, dozens of 
offices/departments, and over 20,000 employees, the County provides essential services to its residents, 
including public health protection, environmental stewardship, medical services through the County of 
Santa Clara Health System, child and adult protection services, homelessness prevention and solutions, 
roads, park services, libraries, emergency response to disasters, protection of minority communities and 
those under threat, access to a fair criminal justice system, and many others. 
 
About the Social Justice and Impact Litigation Section 
 
The Social Justice and Impact Litigation Section within the Santa Clara County Counsel’s office litigates 
high-impact cases, drafts innovative local ordinances, and develops new policies and programs to advance 
the County’s goal of achieving social and economic justice for all its residents. The Section also defends 
the County in select cases with the potential to significantly affect the County’s ability to provide critical 
safety net services to vulnerable residents.  The Section is part of a growing movement to use the power 
and unique perspective of local government to better serve the community and to drive long-lasting 
change at the local, state, and national levels. 


