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Thank you Chairman Altman and members of the Health Policy Commission for allowing me to speak to 
you today.  My name is Karen Higgins and I am the Co-President of National Nurses United, the largest 
union for registered nurses in the nation and a critical care nurse who has worked at Boston Medical 
Center for more than 30 years.    
 
I am here to talk about how nurses define and respond to a real emergency.   
 
The fact is, when there is a true emergency, where there really is no other alternative, nurses step up and 
meet that challenge, whether it is declared or not declared.  A case in point is last Monday, Patriots Day, 
the day when the earth under our feet shook with the terror of that horrendous bombing at the Marathon.  
I was at home that day when I got a text about the bombing shortly after it occurred, I immediately 
changed into my scrubs, and was ready to bolt out the door and head to work when I got the call from 
management to come in to help deal with the aftermath of this tragic event.  I didn’t need to be called, and 
neither did hundreds of my colleagues.  We were there without being mandated, we were there because 
we are nurses and that is what nurses do.  I have since talked with my colleagues across the state, with 
nurses at the Brigham and St. Elizabeth’s, at Mass General and the BI.  There were nurses who drove into 
work that day from New Hampshire and Rhode Island, from Cape Cod and Worcester to be on hand to do 
whatever was necessary.  There were nurses at the scene who were working the medical tent, and those in 
the crowd, who responded to the chaos and the horror at the site of the bombing who triaged and cared for 
the wounded, and there were those who literally ran from that scene to get to their hospital to provide the 
care that was needed and to donate blood.   
 
Nurses know what a true emergency is, and we are always there when needed.  It is the industry that 
needs an education on this issue.  The language they have argued for has nothing to do with ensuring that 
patients receive the care they deserve, and everything to do with their finding a way to get around 
complying with this law.   
 
I am so proud to be a member of this profession and like every nurse in the room today, all I want to do is 
to be able to do my job, to have the time and the resources and the rest I need to deliver the care my 
patients expect and deserve.  No matter what happems, no matter the emergency, we have proven that we 
will be there when called upon to ensure our patients are safe.  We now call upon the Commission to 
establish guidelines that support our efforts, and to prevent the hospital industry from undermining them. 
Thank you.   


