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RACISM IN OBSTETRICS

Registering ethnicity for covid-19 research: is the law an obstacle?

Corrette Ploem, ' Jeanine Suurmond?

A race equality taskforce has been launched in the
UK to explore racial disparities in women’s healthcare
and racism in the obstetric and gynaecology
workforce.!

Therisk of covid-19 related death among some ethnic
groups is significantly higher than in those of white
ethnicity.? Without collecting, registering, and using
data about patients’ ethnicity we would not be
informed about these important (and undesirable)
ethnic differences. In the Netherlands, it has proven
useful to collect ethnicity by registering people’s
country of birth and that of their parents.3

Unfortunately, some healthcare providers, directors,
policy makers, and researchers still seem to think
that registration of ethnicity is not allowed. It was
recently argued in a Dutch medical journal that,
owing to stringent privacy laws, registration of
ethnicity is out of the question.*

This view is a crucial and persisting
misunderstanding about the implications of current
data protection principles, since May 2018 secured
by the European General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR).5 Although the GDPR’s main rule is that
processing of personal data about race or ethnic
background is forbidden (see Article 9.1), processing
of such data for research is not unlawful under certain
conditions, such as informed consent or taking
measures and providing safeguards in accordance
with Article 89 of the GDPR. These safeguards should
provide a reasonable balance between privacy and
data protection and the possibilities for doing
important research.®’

Although, rightfully, the law is not an obstacle for
registering ethnicity for research, we are fully aware
that information about people’s ethnic background
is a category of sensitive data that could easily be
misused. It should, therefore, be handled carefully
and under no circumstances lead to discrimination
or stigmatisation. Both the scientific community and
policy makers should ensure that such research
serves rather than harms the interests of minorities,
by combating inequalities in health and access to
care, for example, rather than through discrimination
on the basis of research results.
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