Identifying AIDS Victims
The Destruction Of Dr: Huse

In September 1987, Robert J. Huse
was in his 121h vear of successful pediat-
ric practice in the politically conservative
Dallas suburb of Mesquite, Texas. The
44-vear-old doctor had received more
than 5,000 office visits a year for the past
five vears. Patients’ parents described him
as caring and expert, a doctor who would
treat a child when no money was available
for his [ee.

. Huse had tested positive for the
AIDS amibody in July 1985. He had de-
cided not to disclose that fact for fear
that the paremts of his patients would re-
act with needless alarm. But on August
31. 1987, Huse had sought a temporary
restraining order against a former room-
mate. Tyrone Sims, and the doctor had
identified himsell as an AIDS carrier in
the legal documenis. According 1o Huse's
petition, Sims was telling people Huse
had AIDS. A hearing was scheduled for
September 1].

In rewrospect, Huse says e would
have filed his petition as a “Johnr Doe™ if
he had known of that option, His anor-
ney, M. William Nelson, savs that, at the
time. he didn't think Huse "had anvthing
to fear by using his name." .

“Sims hadn™t threatened 1o go to the
media,” savs Nelson., ““Why would the me-
dia focus attention on this case? I've had
rases with inflammatory subjects, but I've
never had a case seize the media'’s aten-
tion like this one.”

On September 11, the Mesquite News,
a thrice-weekly paper in suburban Dallas
with a circulation of 9,000, reported that
Huse was an AIDS carrier. Shortly there-
afier, other local media, including the
Dallas Times Herald and the Dallas Morn-
ing News, idemtified Huse as having been
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.exposed to the AIDS virus.

The doctor was branded as danger-
ous in the eyes of his patients and his
practice was instantly destroved. But the
case raises issues that are broader than
the consequences of a single media blitz.
By naming the doctor, the media perperu-
ated the myth that the population can be
protected from AIDS by identifving and
isolating its carriers and patients. While
creating and then seeking to calm public
panic, the press itself became the story,
diverting atiention from questions of so-
cial and medical policy 1o questions of
press responsibility. Thus, the most im-
portant, though not-yet-addressed, angle
of the AIDS story was missed: the very
real danger of blood exchange between
health care providers and patients.

How the Dellas Morning News han-
. dled the story is the focus here because,
in many ways, the Morning News staff
modeled a responsible approach. Unlike
the reporter and editor of the Mesquite
News who say they felt sure from the start
that they should identify the doctor,
Moming News editors and reporters rec-
ognized that they had an ethical dilemma
on their hands and began newsroom dis-
cussions about what to do days before
they ran their first story on Huse. Even
5o, the Morning News overlooked some
important elements of the story by nar-
rowly categorizing the problem as one of
the individual's right to privacy versus the
public’s right to know.

Moming News state district court re-
porter David Jackson was alerted to the
impending hearing, as were reporters
from other local media, by an anonymous
phone tip. He retrieved a copy of Huse's
original petition and the temporary re-
straining crder, which forbade Sims from
initiating communication with Huse's pa-
tients, associates or emplovees or with
“any other person regarding the Plain-
tiff's physical or medical condition.” Sims
was to have an opportunity to argue
against an extension of the restraining or-
der at the hearing.

Jackson says that the uncertainties of
the court system led to the paper’s hold-
ing the story uniil the hearing—as the
News did with most civil hearings. “Two
things could happen,” he says. “It could
get settled or it could get pushed back.”

Metro Editor Tom Watts says that,
prior to the hearing, *There was no real
substance to fit the story around.”

“We felt that the guy had come in
asking for privacy and protection,” ex-
plains George Rodrigue, day city editor.
“It made some sense to us, more on 2
human level than on a journalistic level,
to let the guy have that shot before we
wrote anything about it, to give the courts
an opportunity to grant him or deny him
what he was seeking.” -

“The paper was fairly sure of the
price that Dr. Huse would pay,” says Don

J- Smith, the Morning News™ editor in

charge of AIDS coverage.
OUTORER 1948

“The most obvious issue is thar we
don't name AIDS victims,” notes Warts,
“That’s just policy. We don't name AIDS
victims unless they are willing 1o go public
with it.

“Our feeling is that here was some-
body who was twice viciimized by AIDS,
and a great deal of our discussion was
‘Aren’t we victimizing him a third time by
using his name in the paper?” ™

Jefl Kerber, the Mesquite News re-
porter who broke the story, had no doubt
that Huse's HIV (Human Immunode-
ficiency Virus) status was newsworthy. “It
was the first case we had ever heard of a
physician having it,"”
says Kerber, now a
reporter with the J
Garland (Texas)
Daily News. “*We've
had reported cases
of health care work-
ers thinking they had
been exposed to the
virus, but never one
that’s been cut and
dry with an admis-
sion saying, "I've got
Y

Kerber had
called Huse for com-
ment on Thursday
afternoon, and his
attorney, in re-
sponse, had asked
the court for a re-
straining order on
the newspaper. Pre-
dictably, the brief
filed by the paper’s
attorney to oppose
the request argued
that prior restraint is
unconstitutional un-
der both the Texas
and U.S. constitu-
tions.

State District P
Judge John M. Mar-
shall had virtually
disallowed the pos-
sibility of prior re-
straint by saying he
would hear Huse's request for a restrain-
ing order against the Mesquite News on
Friday morning in conjunction with the
scheduled hearing.

The Mesquite News published a front-
page story under a six-column banner
headline. The story began: “A Mesquite
pediatrician is attempting 10 have a dis-
trict court judge issue an injunction
against a former toommate, forbidding
the man from spreading the rumor that
the physician has AIDS...." The story
Iater stated, *“The plaintff has been iden-

tified as Robert John Huse. . . . According.

1o the petition, Huse tested positive as a
carrier of the virus in July 1985."

Judge Marshall declined the request
to seal the records or issue a restraining
order against the Mesquite News, but ex-

tended the temporary restraining order’

against Sims. **The court proceeds from a
strong commitment to First Amendmem
openness,” said Marshall. “1t’s a bad pol-
icy for courts to seal things away.”
Morning News reporier Jackson says
that, in retrospect, he regrets not having
done a story before the hearing. He says
he knew that the story was going to ge
out and, considering the national atten-
tion it received, wishes he had broken it.
The initial Morning News story ap-
peared on the front page of the metro
section on September 12. It began: “A
state district judge on Friday refused to
seal the records of a lawsuit in which a

PHIL HUBER
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Té;as pediatrician Dr. Ho;en Huse left his practice.

Mesquite pediatrician sued his former
roommate after the man allegedly 1old
people that the doctor has AIDS.

“Dr. Robert John Huse, 44, who de-
nied he has AIDS but said he fears that
the rumors will destroy his practice, is
seeking $75.000 in damages and an in-
junction against Tyrone Wesley Sims. . ..

**I'm going through so much,’ said
Huse, who declined 1o discuss the suit in
detail. ‘I want to get through the week-
end. I've got a ot of thinking 10 do.’

“Huse tested positive for the Ac-
quired Immune Deficiency Syndrome vi-
rus in 1985. However, local and national
officials say that a person who has the
virus has no more than a 30 percent
chance of contracting the disease over the
next five vears.”

Don Smith feels that the play of the
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" story was right: “If put on the front page,

".it would have had the potential 1o create
some fear; inside the metro section wouid
have been burying the story.”

Moming News editors deny that the
prior publication of Huse's identity in the
Mesguile News influenced their decision o
name the doctor.

Metro Editor Watts notes that the pa-
per withholds the names of sexual assault
victims and juveniles even when they have
been identified by other media. “We've
got over 400,000 readers who we feel
would question our principles if we went
ahead and used the name in those cases,”
Watts says. *“It’s the subject of the story
that we’re trying 1o protect, regardiess of
what anyone else does.”

But the paper’s editors say their de-
sire to protect Huse conflicted with their
concern about the public’s reaction if
they printed a story without naming the
doctor. Managing Editor Bill Evans says
he tried to put himself in the place of the
reader when he considered referring to
Huse as “a Mesquite pediatrician” or “a
local doctor.” “I guess I'd call my pedia-
trician and say, ‘Are you the one? ” he
says. _

“I'd want to know that about my
physician,” says Terry Box, who edited
Jackson’s story, “even if the odds [of
transmission] are extremely rare, I'd want
to know.™

*I fully subscribe 1o the theory that

the physician in that
case could treat
these patients with-
out fear of infeciing
them,” says Waits.
“But, knowing the
concerns that are
brought up through
ignorance of AIDS
and how it is trans-
mitted, there would
be an awful lot of
peopie who would
be concerned if their
children were being
treated by a pedia-
trician with the vi-

The Morning
News named Huse
and then duly re-

What'’s going on
here? The
Morning News
journalists are
both reflecting
and criticizing
the public
hysteria over

rus.” AIDS.

gry parents—irnclud-
ing staiements that
Huse should be
“‘crucified’’ and
“run out of Mes-
quite’’—the only
parent Rist quoted
was one who sup-
ported Huse,

“He didn't at-
tempt to fan public
paranoia,”  says
Rodrigue. “We try
in whatever we write
about AIDS to in-
form people suffi-
ciently so that we
will not raise those
fears. However, we
know that those
fears are out there.”

corded how parents

responded to the disclosure. “Uproar
over doctor’s infection by AIDS virus
stuns officials” was the headline of a 23-
inch front-page story by reporter Curtis
Rist seven days later. The story explained
that the doctor'’s caseload had fallen from
about 25 patients a day to six and that he
was going to leave his practice. The article

focused-on reassurances from local doc-

tors and the Centers for Disease Controf
thar children are not at risk of contracting
AIDS from their pediatricians. While the
Mesquite News and other media quoted an-
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What's going on here? The Moming
News journalists- are both reflecting and
criticizing the public hysteriz over AIDS.
Watts understood that the pediatrician
would not give AIDS 1o his patients, but
he knew that some people would be anx-
ious. Evans and Box both say they would
want to know if their children’s pedia-
trician had tested positive for AIDS.

The fact that the public would like 1o
have certain information is hardly a com-
pelling reason to publish. The parents of
patients in that conservative Texas town
might well want to know if their children's
doctor were homosexual. Yet, the jour-
nalists interviewed uniformly agree that a
doctor’s sexual preference should not be
published, that it is not relevant to his
professional role. If the journalists be-
lieved that Huse posed no medical risk to
his patients, then his HIV status is equally
lacking in relevance to his professional
role,

The' first Morning News story con-
tained no information on the transmission
of AIDS. While Watts now calls this an
oversight, the misleading impression of
the story is that there is a meaningful
public health difference between being an
AIDS carrier and being an AIDS patient.
Readers were told that Huse had “no
more than a 30 percent chance of con-
tracting the disease over the next five
years.” But according to the CDC, a per-
son who has tested positive for the HIV
virus.is indeed infectious. He could pass
the disease to others through semen or
blood exchange as easily as if he had de-
veloped symptoms of AIDS.

Nevertheless, teachers, students, res-
taurant employvees and most health care
practitioners who are HIV-positive or sick
with- AIDS pose no particular threat to
those with whom they have contact appro-
priate to their roles, Unnecessary suspi-
cion is aroused when they are identified,
even if the thrust of the story is that they
are not dangerous. It’s as though a re-
porter were o write a story showing that
a particular senator is not a crook, A news
organization would certainly need more
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than the fact that some people think the
“senator-might be a crook 1o justify doing
the she-doesn’t-seem-to-be-guilty-of-any-
thing story.

But there is an even greater problem
with identifving AIDS carriers than the
intrusion on their privacy. News organiza-
tions encourage unwarranied compla-
cency in their communities when they
name those with the disease. Mesquite
readers assume the other pediatricians in
town are “safe” if Huse is tagged as the
doctor with AIDS,

Although journalistic convention ar-
gues for specificity when possible, articles
on people with AIDS may be an excep-
tion to the rule, a story genre in which
the public is better served through vague
references. Phrases such as “a local doc-
tor who is HIV-positive” and *“a local
prostitute sick with AIDS who continues
to solicit™ remind readers that there are
people in the community who are infec-
‘tious and that they cannot know the con-
ditions of others. Since many of those
who carry the virus are unaware of it, the
only sure way to avoid contracting AIDS
is to take universal precautions. News sto-
ries that identify people with AIDS dis-
tract readers from the question of how we
are to live in a community where any per-
son with whom we have contact may carry
the virus,

The media’s coverage of Huse forced
discussion in the medical and lay commu-

nities of how to deal
with health care pro-
viders who carry
HIV—just as it
would have if the
doctor had not been
named. The Texas
Medical Association
determined, as did
the American Medi-
cal Association, that
physicians who have
AIDS or are HIV-
positive should not
engage in any activ-
ity that could put pa-
tients at risk. The
AMA policy adds,
“If no risk exists,
disclosure of the
physician’s medical

Is the possibility
of contracting
AIDS from an

HIV-positive
surgeon an
acceptable risk
for patients? The
press has yet to

address this
question.

sometimes unavoid-
able. Now, surgical
patients can only
hope that HIV-posi-
tive surgeons be-
come aware that
they're infectious
and -decide on their
own that they are
putting their pa-
tients at risk. One
might argue that the
possibility of con-
tracting AIDS
through a surgical
patient is an accept-
able risk for health
care professionals.
But is the possibility
of contracting AIDS
from an HIV-posi-

condition to his or

her patients will serve no rational pur-
pose.” Both associations’ policies imply
that it is up to the physician to determine
risk.

And here is the story that the Mom-
ing News and others missed: some medical
procedures may result in blood-to-blood
contact between patient and physician,
and blood exchange is a recognized
method for transmission of AIDS. The
CDC encourages treating all patients as
though they are HIV-positive, but blood
exchange through scalpel or bone nicks is

tive surgeon in the

‘event of blood exchange an acceptable

risk for surgical patients? The press has
yet to address this question.

As for the Huse case, the lesson is
that the Texas news media, however weil-
intentioned, produced a story in such a
way that everyone lost. They cost the doc-
tor his career, cost thousands of families a
loved and respected pediatrician and
missed the opportunity to raise the issue
of how patients and health care profes-
sionals are to protect themselves in cases
where there is actual danger. L]
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GRADUATE SCHOOL
OF JOURNALISM

COLUMBIA
UNIVERSITY

The Graduate School of Journalism
of Columbia University invites appli-
cations and nominations for senior and
junior faculty positions in print and
broadcast journalism for the 1989-50
academic year. These one-year renew-
able and tenure-track positions will be
filled from the ranks of distinguished
professionals with an interest in teach-
ing and research. The School is an
Equal Opportunity Affirmative Ac-
tion Employer and especially encour-
ages applications from minorities and
women, Send letter, vita and three
reference letters to:

Committee on Faculty Appointments
Graduate School of Journalism
Columbia University

New York, New York 10027

LETTERS

DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR OF
COMMUNICATION
SCHOOL OF COMMUNICATION
UNIVERSITY OF MIAMI

The University of Miami secks applications
. from outstanding scholars or professionals 1o fill
a recently endowed chair in its School of Com-
munication. The term of appointment is nine
months, beginning in August 1989.

Candidates should present an outstanding rec-
ord of scholarly and/or professional achievemnent.
The field of broadcasting is preferred, with an
emphasis on one or a combination of the follow-
ing: broadeast journalism, broadeasting and pub-
lic policy, broadcast law, broadcast management.

James L. Knight Professor of Communicatior
The University of Miami
Coral Gables, Florida
The University of Miami's School of Commu-
nication seeks applications from outstanding jour-
nalists or scholars to fill the James L. Knight
Chair in Communication. The term of appount-
ment is nine months, beginning in August 1989,
Candidates should present an ocutstanding rec-
ord of scholarly and/or professional achievement.
The fieid of print journalism is preferred. The
James L. Knight Professor will be expected to
~work with studemis and faculty, lecture, and
teach in his or her area of expertise.

The University of Miami is a private, nonsec-
tarian university with an cnrollment of approxi-
mately 13,700 students. The main campus is lo-
cated on Coral Gables, a beautiful suburb of
Miami,

Letter of application, pames of three refer-
ences, and a current resume should be mailed to:
Edward J. Pfister, Dean
School of Communication
Box 248127
University of Miami
Coral Gables, FL 33124

Review of applicants begins January 15, 1989.

“ATDS Victim”? No
“ATDS Patient”? Yes

To the editor:

First, thanks for WJR's Ociober
publication of my piece on media cover-
age of AIDS. The play was terrific. How-
ever, the title given my piece, “Identify-
ing AIDS Vicums,” couldn't have been
more inappropriate. I've counseled edi-
tors and reporters never to use the label
“AIDS victim.” Imagine how I felt see-
ing it as the title of my article.

I have three problems with the use
of “AIDS victim™: 1) People who are
living with AIDS object to the label as
disabling. Vietim implies helplessness at a
time when pecple need to feel control,
thus the emphasis on living with AIDS.
2) Conventionally, victim is used when a
person is harmed through sorne cata-
strophic event, such as an earthquake.
The first convention suggests that HIV
is choosing the people who contract the
disease. The second is overkill. When a
person living with AIDS becomes sick,
he or she is properly called a patient. 3)
I also object to the use of “AIDS vic-
tim™ because the label gives rise to the
redundant “innocent victim.” - )

_ Deni Elliot

Director, Institute for Applied and
Professional Ethics, Dartmouth College
Hangver, New Hampshire

Ethics: A Simple Case

To the editor:

Is Phiilip Matier Kidding or just
plain simple-minded? {*Glass Houses In
San Francisco,” November] He partici-
pates in writing an exposé of a political
figure who is in violation of the city's
building code while he himself is guilty
of precisely the same violation—and he
whines, “I just don’t know what report-
ers are supposed to do.”

What they're supposed to do is
easy: ask themselves, “Is it right to do
this story, when I myself am guilty of
what the story is criticizing the other fel-
low for doing?"” The only answer can be,
“No, it's not right.” Then let someone
else do the story.

Matrier laments. "I stepped on a
rake, and it hit me in the face'” Better
his editor shouid hit him in the head.

Stanley Moss
Encino, California

Permanent Licensing
To the editor:

correct in his defense of the First
Amendment rights of broadcasters [No-
vember]. But he stops short of the ulti-
mate solution: the establishment of

Julian Goodman could not be more’

property rights for users of the électro-
magnetic spectrum. Coatinuing the [i-
censing system only serves 1o exacerbate
the inherent conflict between govern-
ment regulation and free speech. Broad-
casters should supplant their current
“prevent defense” approach to content
regulation with a boider plan, designed
to finally let them owm their frequency
rights instead of merely borrowing them
from the FCC. Unless the ability to
broadcast becomes grounded in some-
thing more firm than temporary govern-
ment fiat, the temptation for legislators
to intervene in broadcasting will always
remain strong. ,
Gordon T. Anderson
Executive Assistant to the President

Cato Institute

CNN’s Women

To the editor: _
Your article by Victoria M. Fung on
sexism at the networks [October] only
missed the following as examples of the
real face of network television journal-
ism today: CNN's Mary Alice Williams,
Donna Kelley, Mary Anne Loughlin,
Molly MecCoy, Bella Shaw, Susan Rook,
Cheryl Jones and Bobbi Bartista, Lynn
Vaughn and Lynn Russell. Most of these
women do more network—national and
international—in a day than most of the
others do in a week. Your editors and
researchers should do what much of the
test of the country is doing and watch

cable.

Ed Turner
Executive Vice President
CNN

“Washington Week” Déja Yu

To the editor:

In “Novak’s Capital Gang"” [No-
vember], you comment that there are
“more than enough political taik shows
on the air.” That may or may not be the
case, but when you listed the shows you
omitted the granddaddy and the
grandest talk show of them all, **Wash-
ington Week In Review,” which is abour
to celebrate its 22nd year on the air. In
fact, Al Hunt, a “Capital Gang” panel-
ist, is one of many who sowed his televi-
sion oats on “WWIR.”

Ann Pincus
Vice President, Communications
WETA

WJR welcomes letters to the editor. Lelters
containing the writer's name, address and
daytime telephone number should be mailed
to: WJR, 2233 Wisconsin Avenue, NW,
Washington, D.C. 20007, Letters may be
edited for length and clarity.
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“AIDS Victim”? No
“ATDS Patient”? Yes

To the editor:

First, thanks for WJR's October
publication of my piece on media cover-
age of AIDS. The play was terrific. How-
ever, the title given my piece, “Identify-
ing AID§ Victims,” couldn’t have been
more inappropriate. I've counseled edi-
tors and reporters never to use the label
“AIDS victim.” Imagine how I felt see-
ing it as the title of my article.

I have three problems with the use
of “AIDS victim™: 1) People who are
living with AIDS object to the label as
disabling. Victim implies helplessness at a
time when people need to feei control,
thus the emphasis on living with AIDS.
2) Conventionally, victim is used when a
person is harmed through some cara-
strophic event. such as an earthquake.
The first convention suggests that HIV
is choosing the people who contract the
disease. The second is overkill. When a
person living with AIDS becomes sick,
he or she is properly called a patient. 3)
1 also object to the use of “AIDS vic-
tim” because the label gives rise to the
redundant “‘innocent victim.” .

Deni Elliot

Director, Institute for Applied and
Professional Ethics, Dartmouth College
Hangver, New Hampshire

Ethics: A Simple Case

To the editor:

Is Phiilip Matier kidding or just
plain simple-minded? [“Glass Houses In
San Francisco,” November] He partici-
pates in writing an exposé of a political
figure who is in violation of the city’s
building code while he himself is guilty
of precisely the same violation—and he
whines, “I just don’t know what report-
ers are supposed to do.”

What they’'re supposed to do is
easy: ask themselves, “Is it right to do
this story, when I myself am guilty of

| ~what the story is criticizing the-other fel-—-

low for doing?”’ The only answer can be,
“No, it's not right.”” Then let someone
else do the story. .

Matier laments, “I stepped on a
rake, and it hit me in the face.” Better
his editor shouid hit him in the head.

Stanley Moss
Encino, California

Permanent Licensing

To the editor:

Julian Goodman could not be more
correct in his defense of the First
Amendment rights of broadcasters [No-
vember], But he stops short of the uiti-
mate solution: the establishment of

property rights for users of the electro-
magnetic spectrum. Continuing the li-
censing system only serves to exacerbate
the inherent conflict between govern-
ment regulation and free speech. Broad-
casters should supplant their current
“prevent defense” approach to content
regulation with a bolder plan, designed
to finally let them own their frequency
rights instead of merely borrowing them
from the FCC. Unless the ability to
broadcast becomes grounded in some-
thing more firm than temporary govern-
ment fiar, the temptation for legislators
to intervene in broadcasting will always
remain strong.
Gorden T. Anderson
Execuiive Assistant to the President
Cato Institute

CNN’s Women

T the editor:

Your articie by Victoria M. Fung on
sexism at the networks [October] only
missed the following as examples of the
real face of network television journal-
ism today: CNN's Mary Alice Williams,
Donna Kelley, Mary Anne Loughlin,
Molly MeCoy, Beila Shaw, Susan Rook,
Cheryl Jones and Bobbi Batista, Lynn
Vaughn and Lynn Russell. Most of these
wornen do more network—national and
international—in a day than most of the
others do in a week. Your editors and
researchers should do what much of the
rest of the country is doing and watch
cable.

Ed Turner
Executive Vice President
- CNN

“Washington Week” Déja Vu

To the editor:

In *Novak’s Capital Gang™ [No-
vember], you comment that there are
“more than enough political talk shows
on the air.” That may or may not be the
case, but when you listed the shows you
omitted the granddaddy and the
grandest talk show of them all, “Wash-
ington Week In Review,” which is about
to celebrate its 22nd year on the air. In
fact, Al Hunt, a *“Capital Gang" panel-
ist, is one of many who sowed his televi-
sion oats on “WWIR.”

Ann Pincus
Vice President, Communications
WETA

WIR welcomes letters to the editor. Leiters
containing the writer’s name, address and
daytime telephome number should be mailed
to: WIR, 2233 Wisconsin Avenus, NW,
Washington, D.C. 20007. Letters may be
edited for length and clarity. :




