
 
Access to Abortion Around the World 

 

Copyright ©2011 Law Students for Reproductive Justice. All rights reserved. 

Although legal restrictions on abortion worldwide are generally becoming more liberalized, 
continuing limits on access to abortion services deprive many women of a meaningful 
opportunity to exercise their rights and realize their full potential.  As a result, many women are 
forced to terminate their pregnancies using alternative methods that lead to higher risks of 
infection, illness, or death.  
 
Access to a Safe Abortion 
International human rights 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 nearly insurmountable obstacles in obtaining 
abortion services, even though abortion is an important component of ensuring and promoting 
women’s health.1 

 Currently, an estimated 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 abortion rates are 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.  
Over 90% of abortions in developed regions take place in conditions deemed to be safe, 
compared to only 45% in developing countries.4 

 
Costs for abortion procedures vary widely across the globe.  They can range from free to as high 
as US$1,000.5  Women who cannot afford the procedure or who must travel far from home to 
secure an abortion often resort to high-risk and dangerous attempts to terminate the 
pregnancy.6  Even if costs associated with the initial procedure and travel are affordable, critical 
post-procedure care may often not be feasible.7  United Nations treaty monitoring bodies 
increasingly recognize government obligations to at least ensure access to safe abortion services, 
where legal, and call upon governments to liberalize abortion laws to protect the lives and health 
of women and girls.8 
 
Access to a Legal Abortion 
Currently, approximately 61% of the world’s population resides in 70 countries where few, if 
any, restrictions are placed upon abortion.9 

 Fifty-six countries, home to almost 40% of the world’s population, generally allow abortion 
(at least during the first trimester) without requiring a justification for the procedure.10  

 The remaining 14 countries restrict abortion access to saving the woman’s life, physical 
and/or mental health, or on socio-economic grounds.11 

 
Even in those countries with few restrictions, the law may impose barriers which can 
substantially impede the realization of a woman’s right to choose and procure a safe abortion.12  
For example:  

 Belgium and Germany impose mandatory counseling and waiting periods.13 

 Many countries—including countries with poverty and health crises, such as India and South 
Africa14—impose facility and provider requirements,15 creating additional logistical and 
financial barriers. 

 In Japan, Denmark, Italy, and most Eastern European countries, a woman may not have an 
abortion without first obtaining permission from her spouse or parents.16 

 Belgium, France, and Great Britain have a gestational limits requirement, which specifies 
how late in the pregnancy a termination may be performed.17 
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Approximately 13% of the world’s population resides in 58 countries where abortion is restricted to:  

 preserving the woman’s life or her physical health (35 countries);18 or 

 preserving the woman’s life, physical health, or mental health (23 countries).19 
 
Approximately 26% of the world’s population resides in 68 countries where abortion is generally 
prohibited.20 

 Thirty-three countries prohibit abortion without exception, but some may allow a 
necessity defense when the procedure accompanies life-threatening circumstances.21  
Nicaragua joined this group in 2006 by passing a complete ban on abortion, eliminating 
the only exception under the previous law (for women whose lives or health were at 
risk).22  The government refused to meet with health and human rights experts and 
considered only the opinions of conservative, anti-choice groups.23  In September 2007, 
the National Assembly approved a new penal code reaffirming the ban.24 

 Thirty-five countries make an explicit exception to save the life of the woman.25 
 
Some Recent Improvements 
In the past 15 years, only 15 countries—including Albania, Switzerland, Ethiopia, and South 
Africa—effectively changed domestic laws to allow for greater access to abortion procedures.26  
Many of the changes occurred within the last five years, a hopeful indicator.  For example: 

 May 2006:  Abortion, previously prohibited without exception, was decriminalized in 
Colombia pursuant to a ruling by its constitutional court.27  In October 2009, the court 
reinforced and clarified the right, issuing a number of orders strengthening access.28 

 January 2007:  Nepal adopted an interim constitution in which reproductive rights were 
recognized as fundamental rights.29  In August 2008, Nepal’s Supreme Court upheld a 
woman’s right to abortion access.30  In May 2009, the Court ordered the government to 
enact comprehensive legislation guaranteeing access to a safe abortion, including the 
establishment of a “fund to cover the cost of abortion for poor and rural women[.]”31 

 April 2007:  Portugal legalized abortion on request during the first 10 weeks of pregnancy.32  
That same month, Mexico City voted to legalize abortion during the first 12 weeks of 
pregnancy.33  In August 2008, this right was upheld by Mexico’s highest court.34 

 December 2007:  The Slovak Constitutional Court rebuffed an attempt by conservative 
politicians to outlaw abortion,35 marking the first application of Vo v. France, in which the 
European Court of Human Rights declined to give a fetus the legal rights of a born person.36 

 April 2008:  In April 2008, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe approved a 
resolution urging all member states to decriminalize abortion.37  This would apply to the 47 
existing member states and also to any states hoping to join the Council of Europe.38January 
2009: In January of 2009, in an effort to “protect and empower women and promote global 
economic development,” President Obama rescinded the Global Gag Rule, also known as the 
“Mexico City Policy.”39 In overturning this law, conditions upon grants have been removed, 
allowing NGO’s to provide information, advice, and counsel on abortion services without 
threat of losing USAID funding.40 

 February 2010:  Spain approves a more liberal law regulating abortion, which had been a 
crime for 25 years (with rape, maternal health, and fetal abnormality exceptions).41  The new 
law would, among other things, allow the procedure upon request during the first trimester, 
including for girls ages 16 and up.42  In July, three days before the law was to take effect, the 
Constitutional Court agreed to study whether the law violates precedent according rights to 
the fetus and the parents of minors equivalent to those of the pregnant woman.43 

 
Some Recent Developments 
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Prohibition on U.S. funding for international family planning organizations lifted 
In 1984, President Reagan instituted the Mexico City Policy, also known as the “global gag 
rule.”44  The Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 prohibited organizations from using federal funds to 
provide abortions or refer patients to abortion clinics.45  The Mexico City Policy significantly 
expanded this prohibition, denying all grants to organizations which perform or promote these 
or other related services (counseling, information campaigns, advocacy, etc.).46  President 
Clinton rescinded the policy, President George W. Bush reinstated it, and President Obama 
again rescinded it—each during his first few days in office.47  In his 2009 memorandum, 
President Obama decried the policy’s “unwarranted” conditions which “undermined efforts to 
promote safe and effective voluntary family planning programs in foreign nations.”48  The 
Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 conditions on the use of federal funds remain in place. 49 
 
Challenge to Ireland’s abortion restrictions before the European Court of Human Rights 
Ireland continues to maintain some of the strictest restrictions on abortion access in Europe.50  
Even if a woman satisfies the limited, hypothetical exemption,51 she would be hard pressed to 
find a provider.  The Irish Medical Council does not consider any circumstances to justify an 
abortion procedure, and it has “told doctors that, even if the Supreme Court allows such a 
termination, it will revoke the license of any doctor doing one in Ireland.”52  Further, if the 
authorities later determine the circumstances did not warrant exemption, the provider faces life 
in prison.53  In December 2009, the Grand Chamber of the European Court of Human Rights 
(ECHR) heard oral argument in the case of A., B., and C. v. Ireland.54  The applicants, like 
hundreds of thousands of other women,55 were forced to leave Ireland to obtain a safe and legal 
abortion.  The Court has never established a maximum degree of restriction which would be 
consistent with relevant treaties and human rights concerns;56 however, Ireland has previously 
obtained some guarantees that enforcement will not impact its abortion laws.57  In 2010 the 
Court decided in favor of Ms. C, finding a violation of the right to privacy under Article 8 
ECHR.58 The Court held that when the state decides an abortion may be permitted, albeit 
heavily circumscribed, they have an obligation to ensure the woman can vindicate that right.59 
Court however, was careful not to acknowledge a right in European law to abortion.60 
Furthermore, the Court has not asked Ireland to change its Constitutional provision regarding 
abortion, noting that as it stands it is compatible with Article 8.61 However, Ireland is required 
to take measures to avoid further violations of Article 8 under international law, but it remains 
unclear how this will be implemented into practice.62 
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