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Key Concerns

The proposed ammendment as currently drafted disregards the law and international
human rights standards across a number of areas such as:

e The 1967 Abortion Act, permits abortions to be carried out only in England,
Scotland and Wales. Exclusion from this legislation in Northern Ireland means
that the issue of abortion continues to be governed by confusing and
threatening legal ambiguity.*

e The exclusion of Northern Ireland from the 1967 Abortion Act and the
continuing criminalisation of women from Northern Ireland seeking abortions
denies them: equal entitlement to healthcare; and equal protection of the law
enjoyed by their British counterparts;?

e The legal status given in the ammendment to the 'unborn child' is a non-
existent legal term in the UK>. Most recenty the Chair of the UN Human
Rights Committee, commenting at the conclusion of Ireland’s fourth periodic
examination by the Committee of its human rights record stated: “the
recognition of the primary right to life of the woman who is an existent human
being has to prevail over that of the unborn child and | can’t begin to
understand by what belief system the priority would be given to the latter
rather than the former.” *

We are also concerned that the purpose of the amendment, to restrict access to
abortion to NHS premises, has serious implications for those who may seek an
abortion. In seeking to restrict access to abortions on NHS premises in
Northern Ireland would likely result in an increase in those travelling outside of
Northern Ireland. The extremely negative reaction from professional bodies to the
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Dept. of Health draft guidelines was testament to the reluctance of professionals to
provide abortion on NHS in Northern Ireland®.

Financial Costs:

e The current high cost encountered by women in Northern Ireland in obtaining
an abortion outside of the jurisdiction is clearly placing the UK in violation of
the right to health. This service for women in England, Scotland and Wales is
provided under the National Health Service, in that it is provided to the vast
majority of women free of charge. Women from Northern Ireland, however,
despite being UK citizens and paying the same fiscal taxes, have to access
abortion services through the private sector and also must pay for travel and
accommodation. ® More individuals are likely to be placed in this category if
the amendment proceeds. The financial burden of travelling outside of
Northern Ireland to access an abortion is experienced more by those
living in poverty and they will therefore be unjustly affected by the
restrictions.

Emotional Consequences

e The strong anti-choice socialisation process that pervades Northern Ireland
churches, schools and the political sphere makes choosing to have an
abortion a more emotional decision for Northern Ireland women. Being forced
to leave one’s own country because abortion is defined as a criminal act, and
being called ‘murderers’ by politicians and protestors stigmatises these
women as criminals and inevitably leaves them with emotional scars which
many of their British counterparts are spared.” The stigma experienced by
those obtaining abortions will thus likely increase as aresult of the
proposed restrictions.
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Public Opinion

There have been repeated calls by various International human rights committee’s to
have public consultation on reforming the law in Northern Ireland in relation to
abortion®. Whilst this has yet to happen public polls by regional newspapers have
indicated an appetite for legal reform to improve access not restrictit. ° The
proposed amendment ignores calls on international bodies and is not in line
with public opinion.

In summary we would contend that the proposed amendment is a clear
example of discrimination against those seeking abortions, a further example
of secondary status of women in Northern Irish society prevalent within the
Northern Ireland Assembly®. We note that in relation to similar situation in
Ireland the Ireland rapporteur on the Human Rights committee, Yuval Shany,
said a majority vote in parliament could not be used to deny human rights to a

section of society. To do so would amount to the “tyranny of the majority”.*!
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