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Scott Wetch is a tough labor lobbyist who's always working the Capitol halls. 

If he doesn't have a cellphone pressed against his ear, he's buttonholing a legislator, pushing to make certain that the jobs of unionized electrical workers and plumbers are protected in any bill involving power or pipe trades.


He's also the father of a bubbly first-grader who plays soccer, is in Girl Scout Daisies and is excited about the shiny pink bike she got for her seventh birthday a few weeks ago. You'd never guess anything was amiss, until she has a grand mal seizure. 


In the twisted world of Capitol politics, her epilepsy has placed Wetch on the opposite side from his brothers and sisters in the labor movement. Not that he believes he has much of a choice.


In California, 64,000 kids in public schools are diagnosed with some form of epilepsy. About 5 percent have a prescription for a drug designed to short-circuit their seizures.

A decade ago, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration concluded the drug, Diastat, a suppository, could be administered by a parent, a sitter, a school employee, anyone with the requisite instruction.


In public schools, that steps on union turf. Acting on nurses' complaints, the California Board of Registered Nurses in 2009 issued an edict that only nurses could administer the drug.


That ruling has many problems. Few schools have nurses. Even if the state paid for a nurse in every school, the nurse would have to be on duty at all times, close by any kid with a Diastat prescription.


At the urging of Orange County parents and educators, Sen. Bob Huff, a Republican from the Southern California town of Diamond Bar, introduced a bill last year to overturn the board's decision.


Labor unions lobbyists made short work of it. That was then, before Wetch's daughter had her first seizure and before he had any reason to know much about epilepsy. This time, when Huff reintroduced the bill, Wetch was all too familiar with the issue and offered to help.


The bill won't affect his daughter, at least not directly. She is in private school, one that has nurses much of the time, and where his wife, Stephanie, volunteers.

Wetch, 43, has been a lobbyist for more than a decade and was a legislative aide for a decade before that. Given that experience, he can surmise what would happen to the bill without his involvement.


Huff is an anti-union Republican in a town controlled by Democrats and labor. Huff will bring parents to Sacramento, they will testify and sway some votes. But given the powers aligned against it, the bill would die.


"Parents get back on planes and go back to their homes, and people who are here every day find some way to dispose of it in a politically sanitary way," Wetch said.

Indeed, the bill, SB 161, cleared its first committee earlier this month and faces another hearing next week. Wetch testified for it, as did an Orange County mother of an epileptic third-grader in an Orange County public school. Two acclaimed neurologists joined them.


One was Dr. Arthur Partikian, director of child neurology at Los Angeles County-USC Medical Center. The other was Dr. Raman Sankar, chief of pediatric neurology at UCLA Medical Center.


They testified that there are no reported overdoses involving the drug in its 10 years on the market. By contrast, they noted, an untreated seizure can result in brain damage and death.


The bill has influential opponents, including lobbyist Erin Niemela, the mother of a 3-year-old who has epilepsy. She was chief of staff to former Sen. Don Perata, and is a Senate appointee to the Board of Registered Nurses.


The strongest opposition came from teachers and nurses unions.


"These are very serious and significant drugs that require medical attention," said Bonnie Castillo, lobbyist for the California Nurses Association. "To have untrained, unlicensed individuals who already are multitasking, it is just not safe for the children."

Castillo and other union lobbyists say worried parents have alternatives. They could file petitions forcing schools to provide care for their children, including providing full-time nurses. But that is a cumbersome and costly process.


Wetch believes his lobbyist friends are simply protecting union jobs. He understands it. But taking their argument to the extreme, school employees should do nothing if a child is choking, other than call paramedics.


The bill won't die so easily this year. Unlike parents who come in for a few hours to testify, Wetch is at the Capitol at all hours, and sees Democratic legislators all the time.

It's odd battling his union allies. But they're the ones who are wrong. He intends to make them feel "really uncomfortable until they find a solution."


It's not as if he has a choice. 
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