UPFRONT FROM OUR ARCHIVES

Awoman’s right
to choose

In a new series delving into TG's archives, National Chair Penny Ryan
looks back at the part TG played in securing abortion rights

query from a member as to

whether her mother had

taken part in the TG abortion

debate at the 1965 AGM sent
me scurrying through our archives.

THE 1965 DEBATE AND MOTION
I started by finding the minutes of that
AGM, held on 20 and 21 May, which
were published in 7he Townswoman
magazine the following September.
These minutes were limited, as good
minutes can be, but set out the full
wording of the final motion after it had
incorporated two amendments during
the debate.

That the NUTG in Council Assembled
urges HM Government to introduce
legislation to legalise abortion, when
personally desired by the woman
concerned, and when advised by

a medical panel and performed

by a suitably qualified member of

the medical profession in the
following circumstances:

1. Where it is necessary to preserve
her physical or mental health.

2. Where there is serious risk of

a defective child being born.

3. Where the pregnancy results from a
sexual offence (such as rape or incest).

The motion, which was carried
overwhelmingly, was proposed by
Ashford (E) Guild, and the two
amendments by North West Kent
Federation and Felixstowe (A) Guild.
The motion and amendments were
opposed by individual members.

I was delighted to discover that we
still had the original file for this debate,
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The minutes of the 1965 AGM published in The Townswoman magazine
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which included a transcript of the
speeches. The speakers were well
prepared. They noted that there was
a body of case law which accepted
abortion on health grounds, to save
lives, in cases of certain infections
during pregnancy and in cases of
rape and incest. It was estimated
that at the time of the debate, 1,500
abortions a year were being carried
out on the National Health Service,
at least 10 times as many were carried
out privately and 100 times as many in
backstreets. Statistics quoted showed
that 72% of the population were in
favour of reform, as were a similar
percentage of medical staff.

There were two main grounds
for opposition: that doctors should
not be forced to go against their
consciences; and that automatic
abortions for those under the age
of 16 may give rise to promiscuity.

ABORTION NOW

Following our visit to the archives
we wanted to let you know of some
recent developments.

During the Covid pandemic provisions
were introduced to enable medical
abortions to continue. These abortions
involve taking two pills. Originally, the
first of these had to be taken under the
direction of a medical practitioner on
licensed premises to comply with the
1967 act, but emergency regulations
provided that after an electronic
consultation with a medical practitioner,
the pregnant woman could be sent the
pills to take at home. After much debate,
the law has now been changed to embed
what have become known as telemedical
abortions in the 1967 act.

‘Women continue to be prosecuted
for abortions that fall outside the
provisions of the Abortion Act and over
the past 10 years a number of women
have been subject to police investigation
for what turn out to be natural
miscarriages or still births. One woman
who had investigated abortions in early
pregnancy had a still birth after 28 weeks.
Medical staff flagged this as a possible
illegal abortion and the woman was
arrested in hospital as she recovered
from the necessary procedures and then

WHAT HAPPENED NEXT
Immediately after the AGM, letters
were sent to 7he Times, the Home
Office, College of GPs, British Medical
Association, individual MPs who had
shown support for abortion, and many
other organisations.

There is an extensive file of
newspaper clippings showing that
the abortion issue was not going
away. Lord Silkin introduced successive
bills in the Lords and several Private
Members' Bills were introduced over
the next year. On 15 June 1966 David
Steel MP, with the encouragement of

Statistics quoted
showed that 72%
of the population were
in favour of reform

MY BODY
MY CHOICE

taken to a police station where she spent
24 hours in police cells.

In July, charities, doctors and lawyers
signed a joint letter to the Director of
Public Prosecutions seeking an end to
the prosecution of women for having
illegal abortions. Among other things,
they pointed out that one in three
pregnancies will end in miscarriage and
that the probability of this happening
after beginning to consider a termination
— as in the case above - remains the same.

In August 2022 the Royal College of
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists and
the Faculty of Sexual and Reproductive

the Government, introduced his bill,
which, after many ups and downs,
received Royal Assent at the end of
October 1967.

The act remains in place with
minor modifications. The inclusion
of sexual offences as grounds was
not considered necessary, but TG
stipulations that the abortions be
carried out by a medical practitioner
and in a licensed place are included.
There are also provisions for medical
staff to opt out of performing abortions
except where carried out in extremis.

Abortion, outside the listed
exemptions, remains illegal under
acts of 1861 and 1929, with the
possibility of a life sentence for the
mother and anyone helping her.

In the climate of the US Supreme
Court overturning the constitutional
right of a woman to abortion, this has
raised many concerns.
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Healthcare issued a joint statement
of concern that vulnerable women
may be deterred from seeking
appropriate healthcare. It called on
the UK Government to decriminalise
abortions across the UK. This included
the dropping of all pending cases
immediately. At the same time, they
applauded the fact that telemedical
abortion had reduced the number of
surgical interventions. They restated
their belief that abortion services
should remain tightly controlled so
that there would be no return to the
backstreet industry.
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