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MEDICAL PRACTICE

Contemporary Themes

Legal abortion in England and Wales 1968-78

T L T LEWIS

In the 11 years since the Abortion Act 1967 came into effect
1 325 146 legal abortions have been performed in England and
Wales. This report gives various statistics on abortions performed
in England and Wales since the 1967 Act.

Figures on abortions

For each of the first six years the number of abortions increased up
to 167 149 in 1973, since when the annual total has fallen slightly.
Abortions performed on women resident in England and Wales
climbed to a peak of 110 568 in 1973, since when the yearly figure has
remained at about the same level, except for slight falls in 1976 and
1977. Abortions performed on women from abroad rose to 56 581
in 1973, since when they have fallen to almost half (table I).

TABLE i-Ntumbers of legal abortions performed in England and Wales 1968-78
in residents and non-residents

No performed on No performed on
Year Total No residents non-residents

1968 22 256 20 947 1 309
1969 54 819 49 829 4 990
1970 86 565 75 962 10 603
1971 126 777 94 570 32 207
1972 159 884 108 565 51 319
1973 167 149 110 568 56 581
1974 162 940 109 445 53 495
1975 140 521 106 648 33 873
1976 129 673 101 912 27 761
1977 133 004 102 677 30 327
1978 141558 111851 29 707

Marital status and age-The proportion of the women who have
been single, widowed, divorced, or separated has increased slightly
over the years from 56% in 1968 to 650o in 1978 (table II).The
proportion of patients having abortions under the age of 16 has
remained fairly constant, varying from 2 1 to 3 1 % (table II).

TABLE II-Details of women on whom legal abortions were performed in England
and Wales

No (%0) of single, widowed,
Year No (,O) of married divorced, or separated No (',)

women women under 16

1968 10 497 (44) 13 065 (56) 553 (2 3)
1969 24 403 (45) 30 261 (55) 1231 (2 2)
1970 38 096 (44) 48 345 (56) 1822 (2-1)
1971 55 358 (43) 71 288 (57) 2618 (2-1)
1972 69 327 (43) 90 462 (57) 3319 (2-1)
1973 71 426 (43) 95 525 (57) 3660 (2 2)
1974 66 761 (41) 95 970 (59) 3948 (2 4)
1975 54 590 (39) 84 930 (61) 4006 (2-8)
1976 49 008 (38) 80 183 (62) 3835 (30)
1977 49 151 (37) 83 085 (63) 4067 (3-1)
1978 51 454 (35) 89 226 (65) 3724 (2 6)

Place of operation-Initially over 60 % of the operations were done
in NHS hospitals. As the number of abortions increased, the pro-
portion of operations performed in approved and other places rose
because the available beds in the NHS were never increased to cope
with the greater demand (table III). In 1973 two-thirds of the opera-
tions took place in approved and other places. Foreign women are not
entitled to free treatment in NHS hospitals and nearly all were
aborted in approved and other places. From 1973, because of the
shortage of gynaecological beds in NHS hospitals, half of the women
resident in England and Wales, though entitled to free treatment on
the NHS, entered approved and other places as fee-paying patients
for their terminations (table III).

TABLE III-Place where legal abortions in England and Wales were performed

All cases: No (0) performed in: No (') performed
on residents in

Approved and approved and
Year NHS hospitals other places other places

1968 13 606 (61) 8 650 (39) 20 947 (35)
1969 33 728 (61) 21 091 (39) 49 829 (32)
1970 47 678 (55) 38 887 (45) 75 962 (37)
1971 53 706 (42) 73 071 (58) 94 570 (43)
1972 57 086 (36) 102 798 (64) 108 565 (47)
1973 55 637 (33) 111 512 (67) 110 568 (50)
1974 56 320 (35) 106 620 (65) 109 445 (49)
1975 51 147 (37) 88 555 (63) 106 648 (52)
1976 50 774 (39) 78 899 (61) 101 912 (50)
1977 52 732 (40) 80 272 (60) 102 677 (49)
1978 55 247 (39) 86 311 (61) 111 851 (48)
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Country of origin-Until 1977 women from Spain and Italy came
to England and Wales for abortions in increasing numbers, while
numbers from France and Germany were decreasing, because of
changes in the abortion laws in those countries (table IV).

TABLE IV-Country of origin of non-residents having legal abortions in England
and Wales

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977

Spain 730 1 763 2 863 4 230 6 022 10 171
Italy 480 1 171 1 730 5 304 7 881 7 849
France 2 267 11 986 25 189 35 293 36 541 14 809 4 459 4 201
Scotland
and Ireland 934 1 965 2 879 3 574 3 919 3 726 3 845 3 310
Germany 3 621 13 560 17 531 11 326 6 112 3 404 2 376 1 732
Others* 3 781 4 696 4 510 3 454 2 330 2 400 2 318 3 499

Total 10 603 32 207 51 319 56 581 53 495 33 873 26 901 30 762

*Belgium, Luxembourg, Switzerland, Netherlands.

Mortality-Before 1968 there were about 50 deaths each year due
to abortion, many of them back-street operations. Although the
number of legal abortions rose to 167 149 in 1973, the deaths from all
forms of abortion and from legal abortions fell steadily (table V).

Abortion rate in relation to birth rate-Recent changes in the annual
number of births in England and Wales do not seem to have been

TABLE v-Deaths from abortion in England and Wales

No of deaths

From all forms From legal Per 100 000 legal
Year abortion abortion abortions

1968 50 27 121
1969 35 17 31
1970 32 14 16
1971 27 11 8 2
1972 26 14 83
1973 12 6 35
1974 1 1 7 4-3
1975 8 3 2-1
1976 7 1 0-8
1977 8 8 60
1978 5 5 3-5
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Numbers of abortions in England and Wales 1968-78 compared with
numbers of live births

TABLE vI-Total births, birth rate, and illegitimate births in England and Wales
1968-78

Year Births Per 1000 % of
population illegitimate births

1968 831 000 16-9 8-5
1969 808 000 16-3 8 4
1970 795 000 16 0 8-3
1971 793 000 16 0 8-4
1972 734 000 14-8 8-6
1973 683 000 13 7 8-6
1974 647 000 13-0 8 6
1975 610 000 12-4 8-8
1976 590 000 11.9 9 2
1977 575 000 11-6 9 8
1978 602 000 12-1 10 2
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affected by the number of abortions. The number of births fell
steadily each year from 1968 until 1977 and then rose again in 1978,
despite the fact that the number of abortions in women resident in
the country remained fairly constant each year from 1972 (see figure).
Fluctuations in the birth rate must be due, therefore, to other factors
such as contraception. Surprisingly, the percentage of illegitimate
births has increased at a time when it has been virtually impossible to
adopt a baby (table VI). This must mean that a baby may be ille-
gitimate but he is still wanted by his parent.

Discussion

England has been accused of being the abortion centre of the
world. Initially only 6% of abortions done under the 1967 Act
were on foreign women. This rose to 340h in 1973 but fell to
210% in 1978. The demand for abortion by women from abroad
seems to be falling in line with the change of attitude to abortion
in the countries concerned.
The demand for abortion by women resident in England and

Wales has inevitably meant that routine gynaecology has been
disrupted because there has been no increase in NHS beds.
About half the women resident in this country who have
abortions have them performed in an approved place instead of
in an NHS hospital. A few women, perhaps no more than 5%,
choose the private sector on principle. Others realise thdt delay
may mean a more dangerous operation and that admission to a
private clinic can be more speedily arranged than can admission
to an NHS hospital. But most decide on private treatment
because of difficulty and delay in obtaining an outpatient
appointment, many clinics having to ration the number of
requests for termination. Patients also go to pregnancy advisory
services when they think that their doctors do not approve and
in certain parts of the country where terminations are known to
be difficult to obtain. It is typical of the DHSS to have acknow-
ledged the enormous amount of extra work arising from the
1967 Act by providing no extra beds in which to do it.

Since the 1967 Act deaths from abortion have been reduced
to one-tenth of their previous level. Nearly two legal abortions
out of three are done in an approved place and the death rate per
100 000 operations is very low (0 8 in 1976 and 3-5 in 1978). In
1969 230o of legal abortions were by the abdominal route and
the mortality was 89 per 100 000. In 1977 (the last year for which
figures are available) 1569 or 1-3°0 of legal abortions were by the
abdominal route and there were four deaths (252 per 100 000).
In the same year there were 121 202 vaginal terminations and
three deaths (2-5 per 100 000). The mortality of abdominal
termination is so much higher than that of vaginal termination-
or, indeed, of delivery at term (13 per 100 000)-that the opera-
tion should hardly ever be done. If a pregnancy has to be
terminated every effort should be made to ensure that it is done
early by the vaginal route, preferably by suction.

In 1977 and 1978 the only deaths from abortion were from
legal ones. The back-street abortion seems to have been elimina-
ted. A change in the law which led to a return to the back-street
abortion would inevitably reverse the trend shown in table V,
which shows that deaths from all forms of abortion have
gradually fallen.
No doctor advises or agrees to an abortion without appre-

ciating that he is party to the destruction of a fetus. The 1967
Act gave to a doctor the legal right to decide what he thought
was the best course of action when faced with early pregnancy
in a depressed single girl or an overburdened multiparous
woman. While we are not desperately concerned about the precise
date for terminating an advanced pregnancy (except in the case of
serious congenital deformity) many of us hope that any proposed
change in the law will not interfere with the doctor's legal right
to choose safe termination of an early pregnancy if he considers
it to be in the best interest of an individual patient.

I wish to thank the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys for
the figures and the department of medical illustration, Guy's Hospital,
for the diagrams.

8

 on 24 M
ay 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

r M
ed J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.280.6210.295 on 2 F
ebruary 1980. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://www.bmj.com/

