
•Central Asia, North Africa and the Middle
East. In 1985, Algeria revised its public
health laws to expand the grounds for
legal abortion to include preservation of
the woman’s mental health when it is “se-
riously jeopardized” by the continued
pregnancy. Abortion on this ground must
occur prior to the viability of the fetus.30

•East and South Asia and the Pacific. Over-
all, abortion laws in this region have been
liberalized, with four countries having
broadened their grounds for legal abor-
tion: In 1989, Malaysia amended its penal
code to permit abortion within 120 days
of conception when the continued preg-
nancy poses a threat to the woman’s life
or to her physical or mental health greater
than would the termination of the preg-
nancy; in the same year, Mongolia amend-
ed its health law to permit most abortions
during the first 12 weeks of gestation, and
at any time thereafter if the procedure is
medically necessary; in 1990, as part of an
effort to render its penal code more com-
patible with Islamic law, Pakistan made
abortion legal when the procedure con-
stituted “necessary treatment;” and in
1997, Cambodia enacted a new abortion
law making services permissible with no
justification required during the first three
months of pregnancy.31

•Europe. In the European region, change
has been consistent with the global trend
toward liberalization of abortion laws.
Several formerly Communist nations re-
visited their abortion laws. In Albania,
Bulgaria, the former Czechoslovakia,
Hungary and Romania, new laws permit
most abortions during the first 12 or 14
weeks of pregnancy.32 In Poland, where
abortion had been permitted on socioe-
conomic grounds, the law was revised in
1993 to permit abortion only when a preg-
nancy threatened the woman’s life or
health and on juridical and fetal impair-
ment grounds. A more liberal law enact-
ed in 1996 was overturned by the Consti-
tutional Court in 1997.33

Abortion laws in Western Europe have
also changed since 1985. In 1990, Belgium
amended its penal code to permit a
woman in a state of “distress” to obtain an
abortion before the end of the 12th week
of gestation. In 1986, Greece liberalized its
abortion law, removing most restrictions
on abortion during the first 12 weeks of
pregnancy. Finally, in 1985, the Spanish na-
tional legislature amended the penal code
to permit abortion when necessary to
avert a “serious risk” to a woman’s phys-
ical or mental health.34

Furthermore, Germany has made sev-
eral changes in its abortion law. In 1995, in

Recent Trends
Although induced abortion was almost
universally illegal in the first half of the
20th century, laws were liberalized be-
tween 1950 and 1985 in almost all indus-
trialized nations and in a number of other
nations around world.28 Table 2 docu-
ments the most significant revisions, both
liberalizing and restrictive, in abortion
laws that have occurred between January
1, 1985, and December 31, 1997, by indi-
cating those legal changes that would
change a nation’s classification in Table 1
from one category to another. 

Overall, 19 countries have reduced re-
strictions on abortion, including 12 that
have made first-trimester abortion avail-
able without restriction as to reason. Only
one country has moved to a more restric-
tive category. This suggests that the liber-
alizing trend evident before 1985 has con-
tinued in recent years. In the last two years
alone, two countries moved to permit
abortion without restriction as to reason.
However, draft bills that seek to limit abor-
tion are currently under consideration in
a number of nations around the world.
•The Americas. In North America, the most
significant change occurred in Canada,
where the nation’s highest court struck
down a national abortion law in 1988. No
Canadian federal criminal law has re-
placed the voided abortion law. While
abortion regulations have been introduced
in the provinces, those that tend to crim-
inalize abortion are likely to be struck
down as an unconstitutional infringement
on the federal government’s exclusive
power to enact criminal law. For example,
in 1993, Canada’s Supreme Court nullified
a provincial law that prohibited abortions
from being performed in facilities other
than hospitals.29

an attempt to reconcile the abortion laws
of the former East and West German re-
publics, Germany adopted a law that
broadened the circumstances under which
abortion is available in what was West
Germany, while restricting the circum-
stances in the former East Germany. The
new law provides that abortion cannot be
prosecuted during the first 14 weeks of
pregnancy and is available without limi-
tation as to reason, but also adds several
new procedural requirements, including
mandatory counseling intended to dis-
suade the woman from having an abortion.
In addition, most abortions are no longer
covered by national health insurance.35

•Sub-Saharan Africa. The few changes that
have occurred in Sub-Saharan Africa have
been in the direction of liberalization.
Ghana amended its criminal code in 1985
to allow abortion to protect a woman’s
physical or mental health and on juridi-
cal and fetal impairment grounds. In 1991,
Botswana amended its penal code to per-
mit abortion during the first 16 weeks of
gestation to preserve a woman’s life or
physical or mental health, as well as on ju-
ridical and fetal impairment grounds; in
1996, Burkina Faso amended its penal
code to authorize abortion to protect a
woman’s life or health and on juridical
and fetal impairment grounds; and in the
same year, South Africa enacted a new
abortion law (one of the most liberal in
Africa) that permits abortion with no jus-
tification required during the first 12
weeks of pregnancy, within 20 weeks on
numerous grounds and at any time if there
is a risk to the woman’s life or of severe
fetal impairment.36

Although not reflected in Table 2, recent
events in other countries also merit mention. 
•In 1989, Chile repealed a health code pro-
vision that permitted an abortion on “ther-
apeutic” grounds; abortion is currently il-
legal on all grounds.37

•Similarly, El Salvador amended its Penal
Code in 1997 to eliminate all exceptions
to its prohibition on abortion.38

•In a 1994 case challenging Colombia’s re-
strictive abortion law, the Constitutional
Court held that the right to life is consti-
tutionally protected from the moment of
conception.39

•Although Indonesia enacted legislation
in 1992 to expand the circumstances under
which an abortion is legal, the effect of
such reform has been to further restrict
abortion services, because the former law
had been interpreted liberally.40

•Ireland’s Supreme Court held in 1992
that a constitutional provision protecting
the right to life of the unborn did not pre-
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Table 2. Countries that liberalized or restrict-
ed their abortion law between January 1985
and December 1997, by region

Region Country

Liberalized
The Americas/ Canada*

Caribbean
Central Asia/Middle Algeria

East/North Africa
East & South Asia/ Cambodia,* Malaysia, 

Pacific Mongolia,* Pakistan
Europe Albania,* Belgium,* Bulgaria,* 

Czechoslovakia,*,† Germany,*
Greece,* Hungary,*
Romania,* Spain

Sub-Saharan Africa Botswana, Burkina Faso,
Ghana, South Africa*

Restricted
Europe Poland

*Abortion now available without restriction during the first trimester.
†Since 1993, the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic.


