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Although legal restrictions on abortion worldwide are generally becoming less restrictive, many 
women are deprived of a meaningful opportunity to exercise their rights when they are denied 
access to abortion services.  As a result, many women are forced to terminate their pregnancies 
using improvised methods that create a higher risk of infection, illness, or death. 

Implications of Reduced Access to Abortion
International treaties and protocols recognize access to safe and affordable reproductive health 
services as a fundamental human right.  Unfortunately, many women, especially those in 
developing nations, face near insurmountable obstacles in obtaining abortion services.1

 The Guttmacher Institute estimates that 41.6 million abortions occur worldwide each year, 
with 48% taking place under unsafe conditions, resulting in the death of 67,000 women.2

 Although the rate of abortions is very similar in developing and developed nations,3 a 
woman in a developing country is far more likely to have an abortion take place in unsafe 
conditions; 92% of abortions in developed regions take place in conditions deemed to be 
safe, while in developing countries 55% are unsafe.4

Access to Abortion Worldwide
Only 39.3% of the world’s population lives in countries where few, if any, restrictions are placed 
upon abortion.5  Approximately 25% of women live in countries where abortion is severely 
restricted or prohibited6

 Three countries prohibit abortion absolutely, without any exceptions for rape, incest, or to 
save the life of the woman.7

o Nicaragua passed a complete ban on abortion in 2006.8  The government refused to 
meet with experts in health and human rights, and took into consideration only the 
opinions of conservative, anti-choice groups.9  In September 2007, the National 
Assembly approved a new penal code reaffirming the ban10 and eliminating the only 
exception under the previous law for women whose lives were at risk.

 Sixty-six countries allow abortion only in cases where the pregnant woman’s life is 
threatened.11

o Six of these countries make an exception for rape or incest.12

o Five of these countries require spousal or parental notification before an abortion is 
authorized.13

 Thirty-five countries allow abortion only where the pregnant woman’s physical health is 
threatened.14

 Twenty-three countries allow abortion where the pregnant woman’s health, physical or 
mental, is threatened.15

 Fourteen countries allow abortion for socioeconomic reasons, in addition to cases in which 
the life or health of the mother is threatened.16

Even in developed countries where abortion is generally permitted under a broad range of 
circumstances, the law may impose restrictions on a woman’s decision to have an abortion. 
 In Belgium and Germany, women are required to obtain counseling and wait for a certain 

period before having the abortion.17

 India, South Africa, and other countries require abortions to be performed by qualified 
physicians and in authorized healthcare facilities.18

 Women in Turkey, Cuba, Denmark, Italy, and most countries of Eastern Europe may not 
have an abortion without the permission of other family members.19

 Belgium, France, and Great Britain have a gestational limits requirement, which specifies
how late in the pregnancy a termination may be performed.20
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On January 23, 2009, President Obama repealed the Mexico City Policy (commonly referred to 
as the “global gag rule”).21  The policy, started under President Reagan, forces the United States 
to only provide aid to family planning and population assistance programs that do not provide 
abortions or refer patients to abortion clinics.22

 President Clinton rescinded the policy in 1993, and George W. Bush reenacted it in 2001.23

About 61% of women worldwide live in countries where legal abortions are performed for a 
variety of reasons.
 Since 1995, 15 countries — including Albania, Colombia, Ethiopia, South Africa, and Nepal —

have changed abortion laws to allow for greater access to legal abortion.24

 In January 2007, Nepal adopted an interim constitution in which reproductive rights were 
recognized as fundamental rights.25  In May 2008, Sapana Malla, a leading Nepali women’s 
rights advocate, was named to the commission drafting the new Nepali constitution.26  
Nepal’s Supreme Court upheld the right to choose in August 2008.27

 On March 20, 2007, the European Court of Human Rights held that governments have a 
duty to establish effective mechanisms for ensuring that women have access to abortion 
where it is legal.28

 In April 2007, Portugal legalized abortion on request during the first 10 weeks of 
pregnancy.29

 On April 24, 2007, Mexico City voted to legalize abortion in the first trimester.  This right 
was upheld in August of 2008 by Mexico’s Supreme Court.30

 The Slovak Constitutional Court in December 2007 rebuffed an attempt by conservative 
politicians to outlaw abortion,31 marking the first application of the European Court of 
Human Rights case of Vo v. France,32 in which the court declined to give a fetus the legal 
rights of a born person.

 The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe approved a resolution in April 2008 
urging all member states to decriminalize abortion.33
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