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The New Year is here, the Legislature is back in session. Do you have a gripe, is there some law that needs 
changing, or do you have one of those “if only we had a law that did…” Does it gnaw at you? Have you 
ever wondered if you could make a difference, work to change a bill or draft your own bill. Well, here is a 
“how to” story. 
 
The Shumlin administration proposed legislation, introduced in the Vermont Senate, that was hardly more 
than a page long: “A person may remain in school or in the child care facility without a required 
immunization, if the person, or in the case of a minor, the person’s parent or guardian, states in writing that 
the person, parent, or guardian has religious beliefs opposed to immunization.” The bill’s purpose was to 
eliminate the words “or philosophical convictions” from the previous legislation. 
 
This upset Jennifer Stella of Waitsfield. Both of her children had very scary life threatening reactions. For 
her, the experiences were life altering. She made herself and expert on vaccinations. She had a degree in 
microbiology and working experience in the medical industry. She did not have religious objections, but 
she had philosophical, experiential, and medical reasons to object. She became an army of one. 
 
She wrote to all 180 House and Senate members to an almost cumulative yawn. Senator Anthony Pollina, 
P-Washington, was one of the few who responded and said, “Please tell me more.” And she did.  
Senator Polina helped her to appear before the Senate Committee on Health and Welfare along with many 
of the usual suspects supporting the legislation. She had contacted other interested parents who came to 
witness the testimony. She was limited to three minutes of the testimony she gave. She built a Web site, she 
used social media, and now she had an army of 50.  
 
The bill passed the Senate 25 to 4, Senator Pollina and three others opposed, denying her and other parents 
the right to decline an immunization which the parent knew or believed would cause harm to their child. 
The bill was sent to the Vermont House. 
 
Then the lucky break. David Gram, Capitol writer for the Associated Press, wrote a story, her story in part. 
The story was picked up by the Associated Press’ national wire.  
 
She, other parents, or interested folks, were at the State House daily buttonholing representatives or 
senators. They maintained a “table” in the famous lobbyist haunt, the state house cafeteria. They produced 
a video. The social media whirl kept building. 
 
She went to the House Committee on Human Services where the bill was sent by the Speaker of the House. 
She asked for a public hearing. She was granted one in March in Room 10. The room was full, “she” had 
become “they.” They printed up 200 badges and ran out. The badges stated, “Vax Choice, A Human 
Right.” More than 60 interested people opposed to the bill spoke. 
 
They began conference calls that anybody could link into at 8:30 every evening. They sent around a 
petition. Six hundred signed it in the first 10 days, fifteen hundred eventually did. The army called their 
representatives almost daily. They wrote letters, heartfelt letters, telling a personal story.  
 
The bill was sent to the Committee on Health Care. They asked to address the House Committee. They 
were allotted two slots, 20 minutes each. Revisions were drafted. It was now seven page bill and included 
the following language: 
 
“A person may remain in school or in the child care facility without a required immunization: If a health 
care practitioner, licensed to practice in Vermont and authorized to prescribe vaccines, certifies in writing 
that a specific immunization is or may be detrimental to the person’s health or is not appropriate…or if a 
person holds religious beliefs or philosophical convictions opposed to immunization; has reviewed and 
understands evidence-based educational material understanding that failure to complete the required 



vaccination schedule increases risk to the person and others of contracting or carrying a vaccine-
preventable infectious disease…” 
 
The revised legislation was sent to the House floor. The late Representative Greg Clark rose in support, 
saying in part, that in the last year, three Vermonters had died of vaccine-related complications.  
When the votes were counted, the House passed the revised legislation 125 to 4, and sent it back to the 
Senate where it passed by a vote of 20 to 5. It was sent to Governor Shumlin who signed it on May 16, 
2012/ 
 
A bill sponsored by the administration created the climate for the exact opposite to become law. 
 
What does Ms Stella advise others?  
 
“Show up, do not be afraid. Find common ground and collaborate. Communicate your information over 
and over. Use social media, which was our biggest tool. Do not assume the people know, or know more or 
better than you. And most of all, have courage.” 
 
Source: Vermont Business Magazine. 
http://vermontbiz.com/article/january/army-one-changed-law  
 
	


