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       Gov. Jerry Brown has run out of reasons to 
veto Sen. Joe Simitian’s bill requiring full 
disclosure to women with dense breast tissue 
that their mammograms may be ineffective. 
       The governor bowed to pressure primarily 
from the California Medical Association last 
year and vetoed Simitian’s legislation. Brown 
objected to language requiring doctors to notify 
women about potential risks and the need for 
further screening. As we said at the time, good 
grief. Physicians informing their patients of a 
serious risk is a problem? 
       We encouraged Simitian to work on the 
wording of the bill and 
reintroduce it this year. He did 
just that, incorporating the 
very language suggested by 
the governor’s office and 
accomplishing the challenging 
task of getting both 
Republicans and Democrats on 
board. The Legislature passed 
SB 1538 without a single no 
vote, giving the governor until 
Sept. 30 to sign it into law. Few bills carry 
such a great chance to save women’s lives and 
reduce health care costs. Brown should make 
signing SB 1538 a top priority. 
        One out of eight women will develop 
breast cancer in her lifetime, according to the 
National Cancer Institute. Women who have 
extremely dense breast tissue have five times 
the risk of developing breast cancer as women 
with low-density tissue. Physicians know that 
most women have no idea whether they have 
high- or low-density tissue. They also know 
that both dense tissue and cancer appear white 
on mammograms, making it more difficult to 
give an accurate reading. 

       Simitian’s bill requires four steps for 
women receiving a mammogram: They must 
be told whether they have dense breast tissue. 
They must be informed that dense breast tissue 
is associated with an increased risk of breast 
cancer, and that dense breast tissue makes it 
more difficult for doctors to evaluate 
mammograms. They must be given literature 
about the results of their mammogram to 
inform their conversation with their doctor. 
And they must be told of additional screening 
options. 
       Four states — New York, Virginia, Texas 

and Connecticut — have 
enacted similar laws. Simitian 
notes that two studies of the 
law in Connecticut revealed a 
100 percent increase in breast 
cancer detection rates in 
women with dense breast 
tissue who opted for additional 
screening. The $250 cost of the 
extra test is well worth the 
price, since late-stage cancer 

treatment generally costs nearly $500,000 per 
patient. 
        The California Medical Association has 
dropped its opposition. More importantly, the 
California Radiological Society — made up of 
the doctors who know more than anyone else 
about mammogram tests — is supporting the 
legislation. So are the California Nurses 
Association, Planned Parenthood affiliates of 
California and Susan G. Komen For the Cure. 
       Every woman in California who has a 
mammogram should ask her doctor whether 
she has dense breast tissue. But Brown should 
sign Simitian’s bill to protect the lives of those 
who don’t. 

 

Women with 
extremely dense 
breast tissue have 
five times the risk of 
breast cancer. 
Doctors should be 
required to tell them. 
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