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At the start of Lent, a group calling themselves @40daysofchoice set up camp outside the British 
Pregnancy Advisory Service in Bedford Square in London.  They stand with a banner, give out leaflets 
and display a little black box with miniature foetuses at different developmental stages.  Their 
website claims this initiative is a:

“peaceful and prayerful vigil opposite the abortion facility were (sic) countless unborn children are 
killed everyday. We stand in witness and prayer for the unborn children, their parents, and the people 
who work in the abortion industry. “

However, a furore broke out in the middle of March when they were accused of filming clients and 
staff going into the clinic. The group denied any connection with the filming, but witnesses say the 
cameraman was clearly positioned within the @40daysforlife group.

A few days earlier, James Jeffery was arrested after admitting to hacking into the BPAS website and 
stealing over 10,000 records. He claims to have acted because he disagreed with the choice of two 
women he knew to have abortions. There are also pickets at clinics in Birmingham, Brighton and 
Manchester. The BPAS in Brighton has been the target of a hard-line campaign orchestrated by a 
group called Abort67.  

It is clear then that legal abortion services are under sustained and aggressive attack by groups 
prepared to adopt the tactics of the anti-choice movement in the United States. 

In the US, a woman’s right to choose is being removed state by state with the introduction of a 
mandatory ultra-sound followed by a 24 hour delay. Some states insist that women seeking abortions 
look at the ultra-sound images and listen to the foetal heartbeat. If they object they have to listen to 
a verbal description of the biological details. 

Such is the confusion surrounding the legislation that one woman in Texas was recently subjected to 
this procedure when she and her partner had opted for a termination on medical grounds which should 
have exempted her from it: 

“I’m so sorry that I have to do this,” the doctor told us, “but if I don’t, I can lose my license.” Before 
he could even start to describe our baby, I began to sob until I could barely breathe. Somewhere, a 
nurse cranked up the volume on a radio, allowing the inane pronouncements of a DJ to dull the doctor’s 
voice. Still, despite the noise, I heard him. His unwelcome words echoed off sterile walls while I, 
trapped on a bed, my feet in stirrups, twisted away from his voice.”

(The Right Not to Know by Carolyn Jones, The Texas Observer, 15th March 2012)

In Virginia, Governor McDonnell recently attempted to introduce an ultra-sound law that required 
women to have this mandatory ultra-sound with a penetrative sonogram  - until the outcry, and the 
possibility of indictment for statutory rape, forced him to drop this part of the bill. 

Virginia has also drawn back from introducing a ‘Personhood’ bill which would have conveyed legal rights 
on a foetus from the point of conception making all terminations murder - but it will be reconsidered in 
2014. It’s an idea that has also been considered in Florida, Montana. Ohio, Colorado & Mississippi. 



Such developments must be of extreme concern to us in the UK. Recent years have seen repeated 
attempts to overturn the abortion laws that we have. Already the time limit has been reduced to 24 
weeks, but the anti-choice movement seeks to reduce this further.  

So far most of these attempts have been resisted. Some 75 percent of the British public support a 
women’s right to choose. There is no medical evidence to reduce the time limit and 61 percent of 
doctors in the British Medical Association oppose further reductions.  But the anti-choice movement 
constantly seeks any way it can to attack the provisions we have.  

Most recently, it has been an attempt to stop pro-choice sexual health groups like BPAS from offering 
abortion counseling whilst allowing anti-choice groups, who offer do not offer impartial advice, to do 
so. Despite this being withdrawn from the Health and  Social Care Bill, there is evidence that the 
government intends to go ahead with these changes- and this led to Diane Abbott MP resigning from 
the advisory group in protest.

British women have no legal right to an abortion. The NHS has no legal requirement to provide abortion 
services. Doctors have no legal obligation to declare anti-abortion beliefs to their patients, even 
though the evidence suggests that some such doctors impede women’s access to abortion services.  

British women, but not those living in Northern Ireland, have the right to ask two doctors to support 
their request for an abortion on the basis of restrictive legal criteria.  Those living in Northern 
Ireland still have no right to abortion whatsoever.

The service the NHS provides can be patchy depending on area and even though women should not 
have to wait longer than three weeks, 27 percent of Primary Care Trusts have been shown to delay 
women beyond this period. 

What, then, will the services be like under a fragmented and privatised health service; where women 
are more dependent on the priorities and choices of their GPs. 

The attacks on abortion in the USA have been accompanied by a reduction in funding for all sexual 
health services. The cuts in government spending in the UK will make this likely here, with or without 
an ideological programme.

Schools are also in the firing line with increased targeting by anti-choice group, The Society for the 
Unborn Child (SPUC) with its insidious ‘Safe at School’ campaign. Often working with faith and 
community groups, they are goading parents to question the provision of sex and relationships 
education, leading them to believe that their children are in some way harmed by being taught about 
sex and attacking provisions for older children to receive impartial and confidential advice on 
contraception and abortion.

This comes at a time when the position of Sex and Relationship Education (SRE) within the curriculum 
is very precarious.  There is a only a statutory obligation to teach the biological facts and to give 
information about sexually transmitted diseases within the Science curriculum.  In some schools there 
have been moves to segregate even this teaching by gender – of staff and pupils.  

As it is, parents are legally entitled to remove their child from any non-statutory sex education so 
SPUC’s campaign is a real concern for us as teachers. In January this year, Nadine Dorries’ attempted 
to table her ‘Abstinence for Girl’s’ bill which would have made it statutory for girls (only)  aged 13-16 
to be taught the benefits of abstinence.  Apart from its inherent sexism, this implies that the major 
problem with sex and teenagers is that girls are sluts who just need to say ‘no’. 



In fact, evidence shows that for girls this kind of name-calling is already prevalent in school 
communities and that they face sexual harassment on a routine basis.  Polling by End Violence Against 
Women found that almost a third of girls experience unwanted sexual contact. Clearly, the priority 
here is not teaching girls to say ‘no’ but demanding that schools look to their responsibilities to provide 
an environment which is safe and empowering for all students. This includes addressing widespread 
homophobia.

It  falls to us to make sure that the anti-choice movement does not succeed in worsening the abortion 
services available in this country and that we continue to fight for proper Sex and Relationship 
Education.  We need to be vigilant and make sure that people know how and when these rights are 
under attack by mobilising people both in defence of what we currently have, but also by campaigning 
for an improved provision of sexual health services. 

And we should cast our net wide for support and ideas.

In the USA, Doonesbury creator, Garry Trudeau, took up the issue with a series of cartoons ridiculing 
the ultrasound laws. Incredibly, the cartoons were censored by his usual newspapers but they, and the 
accompanying controversy, have thrown the issues centre stage. Another tactic has been for pro-
choice senators to introduce ‘Viagra’ bills with requirements for men to submit to rectal examinations 
and celibacy lectures before prescription.

In the coming months, we will need to work with groups like Abortion Rights and BPAS as well as within 
the TUC and our own unions to fight for proper SRE provision and to develop campaigning strategies 
that halt the anti-choice movement in its tracks without laying the service providers open to attack.

Contacts:
Abortion Rights www.abortionrights.org.uk @Abortion_Rights

Education For Choice www.efc.org.uk @EdForChoice

Parents for Sex & Relationships Education www.P4SRE.com @p4sre

End Violence Against women www.endviolenceagainstwomen.org.uk @evawuk

http://www.abortionrights.org.uk
http://www.abortionrights.org.uk
http://www.efc.org.uk
http://www.efc.org.uk
http://www.P4SRE.com
http://www.P4SRE.com
http://www.endviolenceagainstwomen.org.uk
http://www.endviolenceagainstwomen.org.uk

