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Abortion Law in Northern Ireland

Westminster Hall debate hosted by Martin Salter MP

Wednesday 15 July, 9:30am – 11:00am
Please show your support for women’s right to access safe and legal abortion services in Northern Ireland by attending this Westminster Hall debate and speaking up for women in Northern Ireland. 
The law governing abortion in Britain is the 1967 Abortion Act. This allows women in England, Scotland and Wales access to safe, legal abortion. The law governing abortion in Northern Ireland is the 1861 Offences Against the Person Act. This means that women are only able to access abortion if their lives are in danger, or if continuing the pregnancy would lead to severe and permanent harm. The penalty for obtaining an illegal abortion is imprisonment for life. In 1861, women were not even allowed to vote, yet this law continues to govern the health and lives of women in Northern Ireland.
Sarah’s story

Sarah is 18 years old and has a 16 week old son. She lives in Belfast. She became pregnant again when her contraception failed. After talking with her boyfriend they decided that the best option was to have an abortion. 
Sarah was terrified of going to her GP as she feared he might tell her parents. She had no idea where to go, who to talk to or how to organise an abortion.
She went to a family planning clinic and they gave her the phone number of fpa’s helpline. Sarah was ten weeks pregnant when she arrived at fpa for counselling. She was clear that she wanted an abortion but was devastated when she was told there was no financial assistance available for her. She made an appointment with a clinic in England and upon leaving told the counsellor: “I have no idea where we will find the money but we don’t have a choice, we will just have to get it from somewhere.”

This is the reality for women in Northern Ireland
fpa estimates that around 2,000 women a year travel from Northern Ireland to access abortion services. Despite being UK taxpayers, women from Northern Ireland are unable to access abortion services which are available to women in the rest of the UK, free of charge, through the NHS. They, therefore, have to pay for their travel, accommodation and abortion procedure which can cost up to £2,000.

There are many myths surrounding the issue of abortion in Northern Ireland. One of these myths is that people in Northern Ireland do not support a woman’s right to choose. The official moral climate is fervently anti-choice but this is out of touch with reality. A survey conducted by fpa in September 2008 showed that almost two thirds of people (62 per cent) in Northern Ireland support abortion in case of rape or incest. Furthermore, in its submission to the UN Committee on the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland called for, “the same access to reproductive health care services and rights in Northern Ireland as are available in Great Britain”. It is estimated that since the 1967 Abortion Act excluded Northern Ireland around 70,000 women have travelled to England and overseas to have an abortion and many have the support of partners, families and friends. For the past 40 years the women of Northern Ireland have therefore been silently voting with their feet.
International evidence shows that severely restricting access to abortion only results in women resorting to unsafe and illegal abortion practices. Since Northern Ireland was excluded from the 1967 Act there have been at least five known deaths because of unsafe abortion practices. There is also anecdotal evidence that some women in Northern Ireland are now going online to try to buy medication to induce an abortion, even though this is illegal. Some of these women have accessed rogue sites and have received incomplete prescriptions or completely different substances. A research report published in the British Journal of Obstetrics and Gynaecology in 2008 showed that 14 per cent of women who accessed abortifacient medication online required aftercare due to incomplete abortion, heavy bleeding or infection. 

In the past year, two UN Committees have stated that the abortion law in Northern Ireland needs to be amended. In 2008 the United Nations Committee on the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women recommended that:
· The Committee reiterates its call to the State party to initiate a process of public consultation in Northern Ireland on the abortion law. 

· In line with its general recommendation 24 on women and health and the Beijing Platform for Action, the Committee also urges the State party to give consideration to the amendment of the abortion law so as to remove punitive provisions imposed on women who undergo abortion. 

In 2009 the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights recommended that the abortion law in Northern Ireland should be brought into line with the rest of the UK.
Women in Northern Ireland have been waiting for over 40 years to secure the same sexual and reproductive rights as women in the rest of the UK. Please show your support by attending the debate and speaking up for the rights of women in Northern Ireland.
If you would like any more information or have any questions please contact fpa’s Parliamentary Officer Clare Laxton on 020 7608 5258 or clarel@fpa.org.uk.
