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RI Right to Life disappointed though not surprised by Chafee Order 

Providence, RI—The Rhode Island State Right to Life Committee (RIRTL) is disappointed 
though not surprised with the Executive Order issued today by Governor Lincoln Chafee. At issue is 
whether the Governor has legal authority to create an American Health Benefits Exchange in Rhode 
Island by Executive Order, despite the rejection by the General Assembly of legislation creating the 
Exchange in its recently concluded session. The Health Benefits Exchange is the centerpiece of ongoing 
efforts to restructure the national health care delivery system. 

A Health Benefits Exchange Act was passed by the Rhode Island Senate this past April 5 on a 
vote of 31-6. The Act never made it to the floor of the House because, together with Gov. Chafee and Lt. 
Gov. Elizabeth Roberts, Speaker of the House Gordon Fox opposes language in the Act that, consistent 
with longstanding state and federal law, prohibits government funds from being used to purchase health 
insurance plans that provide coverage for elective abortion. 

According to Attorney Joseph S. Larisa, Jr., whom RIRTL has retained to challenge the 
executive order, “It is a fundamental principle of both American and Rhode Island constitutional law 
that the legislature enacts the laws, the Governor executes the laws and the courts interpret the laws. The 
General Assembly considered and refused to adopt a health benefits exchange in June -- and its own bill 
correctly declared that legislation is required to create the exchange to meet federal requirements. Until 
today, no other state has attempted to bypass the legislature and create an entire health care exchange. 
Yet, the executive order issued today purports to comply with the federal health care law by giving the 
exchange extraordinary power to meet its onerous requirements. Its grant of both executive and 
legislative power absent legislation violates Rhode Island’s separation of powers constitutional 
mandate.”   

 According to RIRTL Executive Director Barth E. Bracy, “The majority of state lawmakers want 
to maintain longstanding prohibitions against public funding for elective abortion. It is tragic that a small 
group of determined pro-abortion officials is attempting an end-run around the General Assembly and 
around the Rhode Island Constitution in order to force Rhode Islanders to subsidize other people’s 
abortions under the guise of health care reform.” 

About Rhode Island Right to Life:  Rhode Island Right to Life was founded in 1970 with the mission to advocate 
for a state, nation and world in which the innocent lives of the unborn, the disabled, the elderly and the ill are 
valued by the citizenry and protected by civil law. RI Right to Life lobbies for legislation that advances the cause 
of the sanctity of human life at both the state and federal levels. RI Right to Life is the state affiliate of the 
National Right to Life Committee. 
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