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2015 Smear Campaign Against  
Planned Parenthood
A coordinated effort by anti-abortion extremists failed to block patients’ access to care at 
Planned Parenthood health centers.

In July 2015, an anti-abortion group called the Center for Medical Progress (CMP) leveled a series 
of elaborate and false claims against Planned Parenthood. Using multiple manipulated videos, 
these extremists made what are now widely discredited and debunked accusations about practices 
to facilitate the donation of fetal tissue for use in medical research at a small number of Planned 
Parenthood health centers. 

The campaign was yet another example of people opposed to safe and legal abortion seeking 
to prevent patients from accessing care at Planned Parenthood health centers, as well as pass 
legislation that would significantly curtail people’s access to reproductive and sexual health care. 

Planned Parenthood has never and would never sell fetal tissue. These anti-abortion operatives 
engaged in a deliberate fraud to deceive the public, and it has been shown over and over again 
that their claims are false.

Outcome of Investigations into Planned Parenthood

Following the release of CMP’s heavily and misleadingly edited videos, investigations in at least 13 states 
concluded that Planned Parenthood engaged in no wrongdoing. Eight other states declined to investigate 
at all, citing lack of evidence. What’s more, none of the multiple heavily partisan congressional investigations, 
including a select panel created for that sole purpose, concluded that Planned Parenthood violated any laws.

•	 House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform Chairman Jason Chaffetz (R-UT), whose 
committee conducted one of these investigations, stated that he uncovered no wrongdoing after 
examining tens of thousands of pages of material provided by Planned Parenthood to his committee.

•	 Sen. Patty Murray introduced a resolution in the U.S. Senate calling to disband another Republican-led 
panel created to investigate Planned Parenthood, the Select Investigative Panel of the Committee on 
Energy and Commerce of the House of Representatives, as it had “found no wrongdoing on the part of 
Planned Parenthood.”

•	 Months later, ranking Democratic members of the House Judiciary Committee and House Oversight 
and Government Reform Committee sent a letter to their respective committee leaders in support of 
Planned Parenthood, requesting that they suspend investigation for lack of merit. 

https://www.mediamatters.org/research/2015/08/24/growing-list-of-planned-parenthood-investigatio/205116
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2017/01/fact-checking-congress-s-fetal-tissue-report
https://www.vox.com/2016/4/29/11469044/congress-planned-parenthood-witch-hunt-fetal-tissue-scientists
https://democrats-oversight.house.gov/news/press-releases/breaking-oversight-committee-chairman-admits-on-national-television-he-has-no
https://www.help.senate.gov/download/pp-res
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/c3/d7/c3d70771-0823-4828-81e8-3eaff900291a/letter_to_chaffetz__goodlatte.pdf
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Federal Rulings Centered on the False Claims 

Courts in several states also found no evidence of criminal wrongdoing by Planned Parenthood, instead 
concluding that the campaign was a fraud maliciously crafted by the CMP operatives.

•	 In Texas, a U.S. district judge wrote in his order that the Inspector General of the Texas Health and 
Human Services Commission didn’t have “even a scintilla of evidence” to warrant the termination 
of Planned Parenthood health centers from the Medicaid program because he was relying on 

“unauthenticated” video from CMP. He also characterized their video evidence as “suspect.” 

•	 A U.S. district judge in Louisiana blocked the anti-abortion governor’s attempt to defund Planned 
Parenthood health centers in the state during the smear campaign, writing “the uncontradicted evidence 
in the record at this time is that PPGC [Planned Parenthood Gulf Coast] does not perform abortions in 
Louisiana, is not involved in the sale of fetal tissue and none of the conduct in question occurred at the 
PPGC’s two Louisiana facilities.”

•	 A U.S. district judge in California prohibited one of the operatives, David Daleiden, and a number of other 
anti-abortion extremists from releasing recordings and materials they illegally obtained, writing that the 

“defendants engaged in repeated instances of fraud, including the manufacture of fake documents, the 
creation and registration with the state of California of a fake company, and repeated false statements.”

The instigators of the manipulated videos were charged with felonies in both California and Texas. In January 
2016, a Texas grand jury issued both felony and misdemeanor criminal charges for two of the people behind 
the videos, David Daleiden and Sandra Merritt. In March 2017, the California attorney general charged the 
pair with 15 felonies for actions leading up to the smear campaign.

Facts about Tissue Donation and Planned Parenthood

•	 Fetal tissue donation for medical research has led to lifesaving scientific breakthroughs, and this 
research has long had bipartisan support. 

•	 Congress passed the National Institutes of Health Revitalization Act of 1993, which permits all tissue to 
be used for fetal tissue research, with overwhelming support from the House (290-130) and Senate (93-4). 
Today, academic institutions and teaching hospitals across the country receive federal or private grants 
to support research on a wide range of conditions including diabetes, Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, spinal 
cord injuries, hemophilia, leukemia, sickle cell anemia, ALS, and others.

•	 Planned Parenthood affiliates in just two states, representing one percent of the organization’s health 
centers, are involved in fetal tissue research. They do this because it can improve public health and 
because their patients have requested it. 

•	 Planned Parenthood has had clear guidance in place for more than a decade to ensure that this work, like 
every other service Planned Parenthood provides, follows high ethical and medical standards and complies 
with all laws. Planned Parenthood’s guidance in this area goes above and beyond the legal requirements.

http://ppfa.pr-optout.com/ViewAttachment.aspx?EID=mr9WXYw4u2IxYnni1dBRVgh8R%2fucsyv0HkWzgTKSvG4%3d
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2015/10/planned-parenthood-abortion-louisiana-jindal-medicaid/
http://prochoice.org/wp-content/uploads/Order.pdf
https://www.cnn.com/2016/01/25/politics/planned-parenthood-activists-indicted/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2017/03/28/two-activists-who-filmed-undercover-videos-of-planned-parenthood-charged-with-15-felonies/?utm_term=.11f46485aa8d.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2017/03/28/two-activists-who-filmed-undercover-videos-of-planned-parenthood-charged-with-15-felonies/?utm_term=.11f46485aa8d.
https://www.congress.gov/bill/103rd-congress/senate-bill/1/actions
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Planned Parenthood has never, and would never sell fetal tissue, and any claim otherwise is absurd. Planned 
Parenthood health centers do, in a few locations, facilitate patients’ decisions to donate fetal tissue for use in 
medical research.

In October 2015, Planned Parenthood changed our policy on fetal tissue donation to further counter CMP’s 
discredited smear campaign. The few health centers that participate in fetal tissue donation now accept no 
reimbursement for expenses related to tissue donation, even though accepting such reimbursements is legal, 
and instead cover all expenses related to donation. Planned Parenthood does not and has never had any 
financial interest in fetal tissue donation. 

Planned Parenthood Fights Back

Planned Parenthood health centers received immense support from hundreds of grassroots organizations 
following the attacks, along with 2.4 million signatures from people showing their support for the organization. 
An NBC/Wall Street Journal survey indicated that support for Planned Parenthood, which was already high, 
actually increased at the time, and over 4 million new supporters joined Planned Parenthood after the attacks 
began in 2015. Today, Planned Parenthood has 13 million supporters.

Throughout CMP’s malicious campaign, Planned Parenthood health centers continued to provide high-quality, 
compassionate health care and education. Planned Parenthood sued the Center for Medical Progress for breaking 
multiple state and federal laws, including engaging in a conspiracy to block women’s access to safe, legal 
abortion. After the Supreme Court declined to hear a request by CMP to have the case thrown out in April 2019, 
the case returned to the discovery phase at the district court level, with the trial scheduled to begin in the fall. 

Read More:

•	 Read about Planned Parenthood services and the communities we serve

•	 Read about the essential role Planned Parenthood plays in providing care across the country

•	 Read about the history of political attacks on Planned Parenthood, including decades of doctored 
videos, failed entrapments, and false accusations

•	 Read about Planned Parenthood’s services in its annual report and its audited financial statement and 
IRS 990 forms

https://www.plannedparenthood.org/about-us/newsroom/press-releases/taking-away-basis-for-discredited-smear-campaign-planned-parenthood-declines-any-reimbursement-for-fetal-tissue-donation
http://ppfa.pr-optout.com/ViewAttachment.aspx?EID=mr9WXYw4u2IxYnni1dBRVmiqCFHVBXQWHDzndIMBxKo%3d
https://www.plannedparenthoodaction.org/blog/fact-public-overwhelmingly-supports-planned-parenthood
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/a0/96/a09686b9-1fb2-4b37-96c7-4a874a44d22b/190117-whoweare-factsheet-v01.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/33/63/3363814b-938e-4ad5-87d2-57ee98790766/190117-irreplaceable-role-pp-v01.pdf
https://www.istandwithpp.org/defund-defined/recent-history-political-attacks-planned-parenthood
https://www.istandwithpp.org/defund-defined/recent-history-political-attacks-planned-parenthood
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/about-us/facts-figures/annual-report
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/about-us/facts-figures/annual-report
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Additional Resources 

1988 Commission Report on fetal tissue donation (12/14/1988)

Letter from Janet Heinrich, director, health care - public health issues, at the Government Accountability 
Office to the Senate Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education on the use of fetal 
tissue in research (10/4/2000)

Letter from Roger Evans, Planned Parenthood’s senior counsel, to Congress regarding history of harassment 
and attacks by anti-abortion opponents (7/20/2015)

Letter from Roger Evans, Planned Parenthood’s Senior Counsel, to Congress regarding the second heavily 
edited and misleading video released by anti-abortion opponents (7/21/2015) 

Letter from Cecile Richards, president of Planned Parenthood, to Dr. Francis Collins, director of the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH), urging an assessment of fetal tissue research to be led by medical experts (7/27/2015)

Frequently Asked Questions on Fetal Tissue Research from the Congressional Research Service (7/31/2015) 

Associated Press article about current studies using fetal tissue for scientific research (8/11/2015) 

Letter from Jim Esquea, assistant secretary for legislation at the Department of Health and Human Services, 
to Senators Joni Ernst and Roy Blunt explaining current legislation and federal funding for fetal tissue 
research (8/14/2015)

Report from forensic experts finding that the CMP videos were heavily edited and do not reflect actual events, 
which Planned Parenthood submitted to congressional leadership (8/25/2015)

Letter from Cecile Richards to congressional leadership, in which she provides extensive information and 
context about fetal tissue donation (8/27/2015)

Short fact sheet on deceptive edits in the videos, including examples of splicing statements to fabricate 
quotes (August 2015) 

Democrats request Congressional committees suspend their “one-sided” investigations into Planned 
Parenthood (9/3/2015) 

Commentary about research using fetal tissue by Alta Charo, J.D., a leading bioethicist, published in the New 
England Journal of Medicine (9/3/2015) 

Report prepared in 2015 by the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) estimating that as many as 650,000 
people could face reduced access to preventive health care if Congress were to succeed in blocking 
Medicaid patients from seeking care at Planned Parenthood health centers (9/16/2015) 

https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/559348/fetal_tissue_report.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/eb/eb/ebeb765c-8207-4c5b-9b94-5634283f494b/gao_2000.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/eb/eb/ebeb765c-8207-4c5b-9b94-5634283f494b/gao_2000.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/eb/eb/ebeb765c-8207-4c5b-9b94-5634283f494b/gao_2000.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/52/7a/527aaf69-4997-4c44-93d4-030a3f72407b/letter_to_chairman_upton.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/52/7a/527aaf69-4997-4c44-93d4-030a3f72407b/letter_to_chairman_upton.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/c0/39/c03930bc-709c-42d6-9fda-e47ee1142e6b/uptonresponse.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/c0/39/c03930bc-709c-42d6-9fda-e47ee1142e6b/uptonresponse.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/0c/db/0cdb6389-cc14-4fd0-a811-4602f9ba11b5/nih_letter.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/0c/db/0cdb6389-cc14-4fd0-a811-4602f9ba11b5/nih_letter.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/ef/44/ef44caea-4693-4723-9a3b-e55d7c1db487/faq_tissue_research.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/8a/79/8a790aeb-9fd3-4145-97b0-50f23fac9f85/ap_-_scientists_say_fetal_tissue_essential.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/0a/62/0a6243d1-e05c-44b1-9485-bf8b4fe227d5/hhs_letter_2015_08_14_-_ft_research.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/0a/62/0a6243d1-e05c-44b1-9485-bf8b4fe227d5/hhs_letter_2015_08_14_-_ft_research.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/0a/62/0a6243d1-e05c-44b1-9485-bf8b4fe227d5/hhs_letter_2015_08_14_-_ft_research.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/files/4214/4709/6038/Forensic_report.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/files/4214/4709/6038/Forensic_report.pdf
http://ppfa.pr-optout.com/ViewAttachment.aspx?EID=mr9WXYw4u2IxYnni1dBRVmMQR51KNkcLKWgR2hTdC2Y%3d
http://ppfa.pr-optout.com/ViewAttachment.aspx?EID=mr9WXYw4u2IxYnni1dBRVmMQR51KNkcLKWgR2hTdC2Y%3d
http://ppfa.pr-optout.com/ViewAttachment.aspx?EID=mr9WXYw4u2IxYnni1dBRVhtUYwDcwR8lAdSc09OPZow%3d
http://ppfa.pr-optout.com/ViewAttachment.aspx?EID=mr9WXYw4u2IxYnni1dBRVhtUYwDcwR8lAdSc09OPZow%3d
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/c3/d7/c3d70771-0823-4828-81e8-3eaff900291a/letter_to_chaffetz__goodlatte.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/c3/d7/c3d70771-0823-4828-81e8-3eaff900291a/letter_to_chaffetz__goodlatte.pdf
http://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMp1510279
http://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMp1510279
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/costestimate/hr3134.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/costestimate/hr3134.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/costestimate/hr3134.pdf
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Letter from Keith Hall, director of CBO, to Representative Kevin McCarthy, Majority Leader of the U.S. House 
of Representatives, projecting the net cost to taxpayers of barring Planned Parenthood from Medicaid would 
be $130 million over 10 years because of an increase in unintended pregnancies without the high-quality 
contraceptive care Planned Parenthood provides (9/22/2015)

Cecile Richards’ written testimony before the House Government Oversight and Reform Committee (9/29/2015) 

Letter from Cecile Richards to Dr. Francis Collins, director of the National Institutes of Health (NIH), announcing 
the handful of Planned Parenthood health centers involved in fetal tissue research will no longer accept 
reimbursement in order to take away any basis for attacking Planned Parenthood in this area (10/13/2015)

Open letter signed by 41 leading scientists who conduct research using fetal tissue offering support for the 
patients, physicians, and researchers who contribute to this vital work (10/14/2015) 

Commentary by Planned Parenthood’s Chief Medical Officer in the New England Journal of Medicine, arguing 
that the smear campaign is a political effort to ban abortion in the U.S. (10/14/2015)

Letter from Cecile Richards to House Speaker Paul Ryan asking for justification of further congressional 
investigations (10/30/2015) 

Open letter signed by over 50 of the nation’s leading research institutions expressing grave concerns over 
attempts to restrict fetal tissue research (11/3/2015) 

Read about the vast majority of Americans who support Planned Parenthood (December 2015)

https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/costestimate/ltrpermanentdefundplannedparenthood.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/costestimate/ltrpermanentdefundplannedparenthood.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/costestimate/ltrpermanentdefundplannedparenthood.pdf
https://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/costestimate/ltrpermanentdefundplannedparenthood.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/12/3d/123d4158-fa58-49a1-9fa7-d9973d797e2f/cr_written_testimony.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/d3/6d/d36db865-3b8b-47fe-852b-645713d820a0/second_nih_letter.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/d3/6d/d36db865-3b8b-47fe-852b-645713d820a0/second_nih_letter.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/d3/6d/d36db865-3b8b-47fe-852b-645713d820a0/second_nih_letter.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/a0/d1/a0d199cb-5ee6-442b-8238-9a45621e5b99/open_41_letter.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/a0/d1/a0d199cb-5ee6-442b-8238-9a45621e5b99/open_41_letter.pdf
http://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMsb1513242
http://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMsb1513242
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/21/92/21922612-2f94-4a11-b451-d6b8a47ae072/ppfa_letter_to_speaker_ryan.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/21/92/21922612-2f94-4a11-b451-d6b8a47ae072/ppfa_letter_to_speaker_ryan.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/34/d8/34d86034-a02e-47ce-a4e9-d63dbdee9d4c/aamc_letter_in_suppot_of_research_-_2015_10_20.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/34/d8/34d86034-a02e-47ce-a4e9-d63dbdee9d4c/aamc_letter_in_suppot_of_research_-_2015_10_20.pdf
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/uploads/filer_public/0b/d9/0bd98612-096e-482a-aae5-130c2cc9a2f1/pp_support.pdf

