
Age-standardised abortion rate per 1,000. Population aged 15 to 44, 
from 1970 to 2006, England and Wales

With the introduction of the Abortion Law in 1968 there was a rapid rise in the legal abortion rate 
up until the early 1970’s. Over this time the number of legal abortions increased as women and 
doctors adjusted to the new law, and the number of clandestine abortions decreased. 

The increase in the abortion rate during the 1980s was largely due to there being a greater number 
of women reaching sexual maturity at this time. This was because of the high birth rates in the 
1950s and 1960s.

During this decade there was also a drop in the number of young women getting married as 
attitudes changed, and young, single women are less likely to carry through an unplanned 
pregnancy than those in marriage. Over the last decade, there has been a slow but steady increase 
in the abortion rate. The lack of statutory Sex and Relationships Education (SRE) programmes in 
schools and under-funded contraceptive services are partly responsible for this rise.

Abortion Statistics1
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Waiting times for national Primary Care Trusts (PCTs) 3

The National Guidelines4  for abortion services states: As a minimum standard, no individual 
woman need wait longer than three weeks from her initial referral to the time of her abortion.  

In a survey5 conducted in 2004 by the Pro-Choice and Sexual Health All Party Parliamentary Group, 
75 per cent of PCTs were found to set a standard of 21 days or less for waiting time for an abortion, 
while 12 per cent said they had no waiting target despite the national guideline of 21 days. In 
practice more than a quarter of PCTs still had an unacceptable waiting time of more than three 
weeks for women requesting an abortion. Some of these PCTs had waiting times that exceeded fi ve 
weeks.

*The law for abortion over 24 weeks diff ers from earlier abortions (see chapter on Current Situation 
in the UK)

Date
Total Performed in 

Scotland

NHS 

Hospital

Approved 

Place
Rate

2000 11,997 11,817 180 11.1

2001 12,128 11,977 151 11.3

2002 11,870 11,721 149 11.1

2003 12,306 12,166 140 11.6

2004 12,461 12,328 132 11.8

2005 12,603 12,487 116 11.9

2006 13,081 12,988 93 12.4

Abortions performed in Scotland 6, by year, 2000-2006

Detailed Abortion Statistics can be found at: 
• England & Wales: www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsStatistics/DH_075697
• Scotland: www.isdscotland.org/isd/4871.html
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Year Total
Residents

Non- residents
Total NHS NHS 

agency
Non- 
NHS

1996 177,495 167,916 88,410 33,255 46,251 9,579

1997 179,746 170,145 86,414 37,472 46,259 9,601

1998 187,402 177,871 87,568 44,332 45,971 9,531

1999 183,250 173,701 84,992 43,266 45,443 9,549

2000 185,375 175,542 81,074 50,400 44,068 9,833

2001 186,274 176,364 76,166 58,445 41,753 9,910

2002 185,385 175,932 73,544 63,938 38,450 9,453

2003 190,660 181,582 75,791 69,133 36,658 9,078

2004 194,498 185,713 75,328 77,289 33,096 8,785

2005 194,353 186,416 74,744 82,518 29,154 7,937

2006 201,173 193,737 75,328 92,494 25,915 7,436

Legal abortions: resident status and purchaser, 1996 to 2006

In 2006, the total number of abortions was 193,700. There were 7,436 abortions to residents of 
other countries, principally Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic. Abortion provision is improving 
across Europe reducing number of abortions to non-residents. Only Ireland, Northern Ireland, Malta 
and Poland impose harsh restrictions on abortion access.
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Abortions by purchaser, England and Wales, 1996 to 2006

Over the last few years there has been a signifi cant increase in the number of NHS funded 
abortions, i.e. 87per cent; of these, just over half (55 per cent) took place in the independent sector 
under NHS contract. However there continues to be wide variations throughout the country, 
ranging from 90 per cent in some areas to less than 60 per cent in others. 

All ages1 Under 20 20-34 35 and over

Gestation weeks Total % Total % Total % Total %

3-9 131,041 67.6 25,199 61.0 85,274 68.8 20,568 72.0

10-12 41,831 21.6 10,359 25.1 26,187 21.1 5,285 18.5

13-19 17,917 9.2 4,899 11.9 10,672 8.6 2,346 8.2

20 and over 2,948 1.5 829 2.0 1,756 1.4 363 1.3

Total number 193,737 100 41,286 100 123,889 100.0 28,562 100

Legal abortions: gestation weeks by age and purchaser, 2006
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The age-standardised abortion rate was 18.3 per 1,000 resident women aged 15-44, compared with 
17.8 in 2005. The rate was highest at 35 per 1,000, for women age 19 and the under-16 abortion 
rate was 3.9 and the under-18 rate was 18.2 per 1,000 women.

“Teenagers are much more likely than older women to have later abortions. This is probably 
due to lack of information and understanding and an inability to recognise a pregnancy, lack of 
appropriate accessible services, and fear of being judged for accessing a procedure that is still so 
stigmatised. It is essential that young people get an opportunity to talk about abortion: to discover 
that it is SAFE, it is COMMON and it is LEGAL; and to fi nd out how to access an abortion if they 
should ever need to.” 2

Abortion is not only an issue for single women. One woman in fi ve who has had an abortion is 
married; many others are in stable relationships. Forty seven percent of women who have abortions 
have at least one child already.

Gestation weeks at which abortion takes place, 2006. England & Wales

87% of abortions were carried out at under 13 weeks gestation; 57% were at under 10 weeks. 
Medical abortions accounted for 30% of the total compared with 24% in 2005.

The number of later abortion, 20 weeks plus, carried out in Britain remain extremely rare (less than 
two per cent of the total) and are needed by women facing extremely compelling circumstances 
– e.g. some women simply did not realise they are pregnant, some were in denial of pregnancy 
signs, others faced delays in service provision or unexpected changes in personal circumstances. 

Abortions where gestation is over 24 weeks* account for less than 0.1% of the total. 


