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Health Law & Business News

Azar Declines to Appear at Family Separation Policy Hearing
(2)

By Alex Ruo�

Top health o�cial to avoid early confrontation with Congress
Democrat calls declined invitation “unacceptable”

The nation’s top health o�cial declined an invitation to appear before a congressional hearing on the
Trump administration’s family separation policy, Rep. Frank Pallone (D-N.J.), head of the House Energy
and Commerce Committee, said Jan. 22.

Health and Human Services Secretary Alex Azar’s o�ce told the committee via telephone that Azar
wouldn’t be available for the planned hearing on the agency’s role in caring for migrant children
separated from their parents for entering the country illegally, a spokesman for the committee said in
an email.

“His denial to appear before the Committee in the coming weeks on the Family Separation Policy is
unacceptable, and we are going to get him here at some point one way or another,” Pallone said in a
statement.

Rep. Lloyd Doggett (D-Texas), head of the House Ways and Means Committee’s health panel, called
Azar’s refusal “alarming” and said it raised red �ags whether Trump administration o�cials would
make themselves available for hearings. Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin recently declined to
appear before the Ways and Means Committee to talk about how the Internal Revenue Service is
operating during the government shutdown.

“The way this administration operates it wouldn’t be surprising if they want to avoid us,” he said.

About half a dozen House committees and subcommittees are gearing up to investigate the Trump
administration’s family separation policy. Democrats leading the Oversight and Reform, Judiciary,
Homeland Security, Appropriations, and Energy and Commerce committees have called for hearings
on the issue.

Some of the heads of these panels have hinted they’ll compel Azar and other administration o�cials
via a subpoena if they refuse to come voluntarily.

Rep. Bennie Thompson (D-Miss.), chairman of the House Homeland Security Committee, said he’d
issue a subpoena if “need-be.”
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The HHS has given “numerous” brie�ngs on the agency’s role in caring for migrant children and Azar is
“fully committed to providing committees with the best subject matter experts available at the
Department to answer any questions about our programs,” an HHS spokesperson said in an email.

The agency o�ered to have Administration for Children and Families Assistant Secretary Lynn Johnson,
acting O�ce of Refugee Resettlement Director Jonathan Hayes, and ORR Deputy Director for Children’s
Programs Jonathan White testify at the hearing, an HHS spokesperson said. The House Energy and
Commerce Committee declined to have all three testify.

Investigating the family separation policy, a byproduct of the administration’s decision to arrest
everyone who crossed the U.S. border illegally, has been a major priority for the new Democratic
majority in the House.

The Health and Human Services Department Inspector General released a report last week saying the
policy may have separated thousands more migrant children than previously reported.

—Shira Stein contributed to this report

(Updates with additional reaction from HHS in �fth paragraph.)
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