
 

The debate on abortion has become dominated by 
sensationalist, ill-informed and misleading media 
stories. Anti-abortion rhetoric and pseudo-science 
are eclipsing women’s real experiences from the 
discussion and are in danger of becoming accepted 
truth. One would believe from the headlines that 
abortion is too easy — frivolously undertaken by 
irresponsible, promiscuous women; that ending a 
pregnancy frequently carries a life sentence of guilt 
and trauma, or that it should; that later abortion 
is common and unnecessary; and that there have 
been miraculous medical breakthroughs that give 
cause for a reduction in the legal time limit for 
abortion to below 24 weeks.

The media campaign is part of a serious 
attempt by some politicians, church leaders and 
anti-choice groups to follow the path of the USA 
and win support for the chipping away of women’s 
abortion rights — starting with later abortion.

The graphic focus on later abortion is calculated 
to confuse public and parliamentary opinion on 
a woman’s right to choose and is being used to 
spearhead calls for a parliamentary vote to more 
widely restrict access and rights to abortion.

A crucial right for women
There is no 100 per cent effective 
contraceptive method and women will always 
need to control whether they have children 
and how many.

The introduction of the contraceptive pill 
and legalisation of abortion have transformed 
women’s lives, allowing huge advances 
in women’s education and employment 
prospects, incomes and opportunities. 

Faced with an unintended pregnancy, a 
woman herself is best placed to make the right 
decision whether or not to continue with her 
pregnancy.

The right to choose an abortion is supported 
by an overwhelming 76 per cent of people in 
Britain.

Myths v reality
Myth: Abortion is available on demand in the UK
Reality: The right to end an unwanted pregnancy 
was never won in Britain — unlike in many 
European countries where abortion is available 
at the request of the woman. Here, abortion is 
only legal with the permission of two doctors and 
in restricted circumstances. Women can still face 
obstructive GPs, a postcode lottery of NHS delays 
or hundreds of pounds in independent sector fees. 
Abortion is still criminalised in Northern Ireland, 
forcing hundreds of women to secretly travel to 
Britain every year or seek a ‘back-street’ abortion.

Myth: Women use abortion casually instead of 
contraception
Reality: The use of contraception is continuously 
rising but no method is 100 per cent effective. 
Unplanned pregnancy can be a distressing 
situation. The decision to become a mother or 
to end a pregnancy is a significant one for any 
woman and rarely taken lightly.

Myth: The best way to reduce the number of 
abortions is to criminalise abortion 

exposing the myths — putting women back into the picture

the abortion debate

Reality: The high number of unintended 
pregnancies in the UK would be most effectively 
avoided by providing good quality relationships 
and sex education. This is demonstrated by 
countries such as Belgium where the abortion law 
is more liberal, sex and relationships education 
is universal and abortion rates are much lower. 
Criminalising abortion is the best way to ensure 
unwanted children or injury or death for women 
who resort to ‘back-street’ abortion. 70,000 
women die every year worldwide where safe, legal 
abortion is denied.

The pro-choice majority must not be confused 
— it is anti-abortion lobbyists, not science or 
compassion for women, that is driving calls for a 
review of the abortion law.
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Later abortion — rare but 
desperately needed
Contrary to much media hype, there have been 
no dramatic medical advances that require a 
reappraisal of the status of the foetus and none 
that would make anyone more qualified to make 
a decision about a pregnancy than the woman 
concerned.

The publication of ‘4D’ moving scan images from a 
private London clinic helped spark the debate, but, 
whilst they provide memorable pictures, they do not 
represent a breakthrough in understanding of foetal 
development. The survival rate of foetuses before 24 
weeks is very low and has not significantly changed 
since the last parliamentary review in 1990.

The medical professional bodies — the British 
Medical Association, the Royal College of 
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, and the Royal 
College of Nursing — are all opposed to any 
reduction in the time limit for abortion.

In reality, only a tiny proportion, less than 2 per 
cent, of abortions take place after 20 weeks. The 
overwhelming majority, 89 per cent, are carried 
out at less than 13 weeks.

The decision to end a pregnancy later on is 
not taken lightly and is taken by women in 
consultation with their doctors. Later abortion is 
needed by women who face exceptional and very 
difficult circumstances including:

Late identification of pregnancy: Some, often 
young, women do not experience the typical signs 
of pregnancy such as regular periods stopping. 
Others, such as women nearing  menopause or 
those using contraception correctly and consistently, 
do not expect to be able to become pregnant.

Change in personal circumstances: For some 
women, a wanted pregnancy becomes impossible 
because of devastating changes in their personal 
circumstances. This may be because of domestic 
violence, the loss of her partner or a serious issue 
with an existing child.

The denial of pregnancy signs: Some women go 
into denial, a powerful psychological mechanism, 
when faced with an unplanned pregnancy and will 
only address the situation when it can no longer 
be physically ignored. This is often associated with 
conception in traumatic circumstances such as rape.

Late identification of problems in the pregnancy: 
The principal scans for foetal anomalies are most 
often performed at 20 weeks. Women with wanted 
pregnancies then need further tests and time to 
decide whether or not they can continue with the 
pregnancy.

Delays in service provision: In many areas there 
are significant delays and barriers to obtaining an 
abortion. Women can wait up to six weeks for an 
NHS appointment and many cannot afford to pay 
independent sector fees instead. Some women 
face obstruction from anti-abortion medical 
professionals.

A national campaign to 
protect women’s rights 
Abortion Rights is the UK campaign working to defend 
and extend women’s essential rights to make their 
own decisions about abortion. We are campaigning for 
an abortion law fit for the 21st century, and are at the 
forefront of efforts to prevent abortion rights from being 
chipped away.  We aim to oppose any restrictions to 
women’s rights and access to legal abortion, to liberalise 
UK abortion law in line with other European countries, 
and to improve women’s access to and experience of 
abortion.

Abortion Rights is working with trade unionists, 
women’s organisations, students, MPs and journalists 
and pro-choice supporters across the country to inform 
the abortion debate and to lobby MPs not to bend to 
minority anti-choice pressure.

You can make a difference!
Abortion Rights is a not-for-profit, independent 

organisation without any government funding. You can 
make a direct difference to what Abortion Rights is able 
to achieve by adding your active and financial support 
today.

Members receive regular briefings, campaign 
updates and information on how you can get involved, 
and can take part in our democratic processes. Abortion 
Rights can also supply speakers, tailored campaigning 
materials and model resolutions for affiliates.

What you can do
• Join Abortion Rights — or affiliate your 
student, trade union or women’s organisation
• Write to or meet with your MP
• Sign up for action alerts at our website  
www.abortionrights.org.uk
• Write a letter or article for the local press 
• Hold a pro-choice awareness-raising event —  
a stall, film screening, speaker meeting or stunt.
• Raise funds by playing the ‘pro-choice lottery’

Join
Join Abortion Rights at this critical time and make a 
real difference to women’s rights.

I/my organisation agree/s to the aims of Abortion 
Rights and would like to join/affiliate

Signature ............................................................
Name..................................................................
Organisation ........................................................
Address ...............................................................
..............................................Postcode ...............
Email ..................................................................
Tel ..........................................Date ..................... 

Annual membership and affiliation rates:
q Student ................................................ just £5!
q Standard............................................... £20
q Concessions .......................................... £10
q Local organisations ................................. £20–50
National funded organisations ..................... £175

Please complete the form and return with your 
cheque for ‘Abortion Rights’ to: 
Abortion Rights, 18 Ashwin Street, London E8 3DL
For more information, visit www.abortionrights.org.uk 
or call 020 7923 9792.

!


