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Abortions rise by 8pc in past decade
By Martin Beckford, 24 May 2011
Official figures show that almost half of unwanted pregnancies are being ended early by women taking the “abortion pill”, rather than undergoing a surgical procedure. 

Fewer teenage girls are having abortions than in previous years while the number of pregnant women from Ireland coming to England and Wales for terminations is at a 40-year low. 

But health commentators including pro-choice groups said they were surprised by the rising total number and rate of abortions, and called for greater spending on contraceptive services. 

Michaela Aston, from the campaign group Life, said: "We are concerned that women are being rushed into abortion, as more and more women are having abortions earlier in pregnancy. 

"It is vital that women are given time to think through their options, especially since data from other countries suggests that the introduction of 'cooling off' periods before abortion can play an important role in reducing abortion rates, as women and their partners or families have more time to look at all their choices." 

Dr Paula Franklin, Director of Clinical Development at Marie Stopes International, said: “Although the numbers are similar to those of 2009, we are surprised not to see a further decrease in the number of abortions across England and Wales. 

“Although the rise is small, these abortion figures send a warning for the government’s family planning strategy. There are three key areas that need to be focused on: education, access and choice.” 

The Department of Health’s annual report on abortion statistics, published on Tuesday, show there were 189,574 terminations in England and Wales during 2010. This was just 0.3 per cent more than the previous year but 8 per cent more than the 175,542 recorded in 2000. In 1969, the first full year after legalisation, there were 4,990. 

The abortion rate is now 17.5 per 1,000 women aged between 15 to 44, which is 3 per cent higher than a decade ago and more than twice the 8.0 figure of 1970, soon after it was legalised. 

More 19 and 20 year-olds undergo the procedure than women of any other age (33 abortions per 1,000 women) although the rate has fallen slightly among under-18s over the past decade. There were 1,042 abortions among girls not yet 15. 

The proportion of women ending their pregnancies through the use of a pill has risen from 12 per cent in 2000 to a record 43 per cent last year, prompting renewed calls for the service to be made available at home rather than at a clinic. 

The option of a “medical abortion” is only available at the start of pregnancy and so the proportion of terminations taking place under 10 weeks gestation has accordingly risen from 58 per cent in 2000 to 77 per cent last year. There were 147 cases where doctors ended pregnancies beyond the 24th week, which is meant to be the upper time limit. 

Figures also show that more women are having repeat abortions. In 2010, 34 per cent of women ending pregnancies had had at least one previous abortion, up from 30 per cent a decade ago. In total, 85 women have ended seven or more pregnancies. 

Among the under-25s, a quarter of abortions were repeat terminations with 79 teenagers who have had two previous abortions undergoing the procedure again last year. 

Natika Halil, Director of Information for the Family Planning Association, claimed there had been “significant achievements” in recent years as more women were choosing early medical abortions. 

But she added: “Reflecting the need for greater investment in contraception services, we’ve seen overall abortion numbers go up since 2000. Worryingly a quarter of women under 25 are having repeat abortions too.” 

Diane Abbott, the Shadow Public Health Minister, said: “Abortion rates were falling under the Labour Government because of its investment in contraceptive services and sexual health campaigns. Abortion rates have levelled off and will now undoubtedly rise further because contraceptive services are being slashed nationwide.” 

A spokesman for the Department of Health said: "We welcome the continued fall in teenage pregnancies. Abortions are traumatic and stressful and should never be seen as a form of contraception. 

"Women and men need to make informed and responsible decisions about their sexual health and think about contraception before having sex. 

"There is a wide range of information and advice available from GPs and sexual health centres who can advise on the best type of contraception tailored to patients' health and lifestyle needs." 
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