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The annual declines in the rate were still high relative to 
those in other countries, and ranged from 3% in the Czech 
Republic to 6% in Bulgaria. In 2008, abortion rates ranged 
from 11 per 1,000 in Slovakia to 21 per 1,000 in Hungary. 
The proportion of pregnancies ending in abortion was 
greatest in Hungary (26%).
�Northern, Southern and Western Europe. Abortion 
rates also continued to decline fairly rapidly between 2003 
and 2008 (by 4–6% annually) in the former Soviet coun-
tries outside of Eastern Europe—Estonia and Slovenia. In 
contrast, rates held fairly steady in Denmark, England and 
Wales, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands and 
Switzerland, where they ranged from seven to 17 per 
1,000 women of reproductive age in 2008. The abortion 
rate rose slightly but consistently across the two intervals 
in Scotland (from 11 to 13) and Sweden (from 19 to 21). 
It also increased in Norway (from 15 to 17) after 2003. 
The abortion rate appears to have declined slightly in Italy 
between 2003 and 2008 (from 11 to 10), despite some 
improvement in the quality of reporting.

Although abortion laws are restrictive in Ireland and 
Northern Ireland, residents of these areas obtain abortions 

cumulative decline was in Bulgaria, where the rate fell by 
69%; the greatest increase was in New Zealand, where the 
rate rose by 16% (not shown).

Between 2003 and 2008, the abortion rate declined 
by more than one point in six of the 24 countries with 
complete data, rose by more than one point in three and 
remained relatively stable in 15. The sharpest decline 
occurred in Bulgaria, where the abortion rate fell by 6% 
per year on average, and the steepest annual rise was in 
Spain, where the rate rose by 7% per year. The increase 
in the overall rate in Spain has been attributed to the rap-
idly growing immigrant population; experts indicated 
that the rate in the nonimmigrant population probably 
has been fairly steady, and that in 2008, the abortion rate 
among foreign-born women was triple that of native-born 
women. Some 45% of abortions were obtained by women 
born outside of Spain (most frequently in South America), 
even though separate statistics indicate that only 11% of 
women in Spain are foreign-born.15 
�Eastern Europe. The decline in abortion incidence 
observed in Eastern Europe between 1996 and 2003 con-
tinued in ensuing years, but at a markedly slower pace. 

TABLE 1. Number and rate of legal abortions in countries with complete reports, by year; annual percentage change in rate, by 
interval; and percentage of pregnancies ending in abortion in 2008—all according to country

Country No. Rate Annual % change % of pregnancies
   in rate ending in abortion,  
    2008

 2008 2003 1996 2008 2003 1996 2003– 1996–   
       2008 2003

EUROPE          
Eastern         
Bulgaria 24,900 34,700 89,000 16 22 51 –5.8 –11.7 21
Czech Republic* 25,800 29,300 46,500 12 14 21 –3.0 –6.9 16
Hungary 44,100 53,800 76,600 21 26 35 –3.8 –4.2 26
Slovakia  13,400 16,200 25,200 11 13 20 –3.6 –6.1 16
Northern/Southern/Western       
Belgium  19,300 16,200 14,800 9 7 7 4.2 1.7 12
Denmark† 16,200 15,600 18,100 15 15 16 0.6 –1.6 18
England and Wales† 189,800 181,600 167,900 17 17 16 0.4 0.9 18
Estonia 8,400 10,600 16,900 30 36 56 –3.8 –6.1 30
Finland 10,400 10,700 10,400 11 11 10 –0.4 1.1 13
France  198,200 208,800 189,800 16 17 15 –0.1 1.6 18
Germany† 110,700 129,300 130,900 7 8 8 –1.3 0.2 12
Iceland  1,000 1,000 800 14 15 u –1.1 u 14
Italy*,†,‡  117,100 132,200 u 10 11 u –1.4 u 15
Netherlands 27,600 28,800 22,400 8 9 7 –0.2 4.0 11
Norway  16,100 13,800 14,300 17 15 16 2.3 –0.5 19
Portugal† 19,600 u u 9 u u u u 14
Scotland 14,100 12,600 12,300 13 12 11 3.0 0.5 16
Slovenia 4,900 6,900 10,400 12 16 23 –5.5 –5.2 17
Spain 115,800 79,800 u 12 8 u 7.1 u 16
Sweden† 37,500 34,400 32,100 21 20 19 0.6 1.1 22
Switzerland 10,800 10,500 u 7 7 u –0.3 u 11
         
NORTH AMERICA          
United States* 1,213,000 1,250,000 1,360,200 20 21 22 –1.2 –1.2 19
         
OCEANIA          
New Zealand 17,900 18,500 14,800 20 21 17 –1.2 2.8 20
         
ASIA          
Israel 19,600 20,800 17,400 13 14 14 –1.8 0.6 10
Singapore 12,200 12,300 14,400 14 15 16 –0.6 –0.9 21

*Abortion counts and rates for 2003 have been updated since prior review. †Most recent estimates are for 2009. ‡The quality of reporting likely improved between 
2003 and 2008. Notes: Numbers of abortions are rounded to the nearest 100. Rates are numbers of abortions per 1,000 women aged 15–44. Pregnancies comprise 
live births, abortions and miscarriages. u=unavailable.
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in England and Wales at rates of at least fi ve and four abor-
tions per 1,000 women of reproductive age, respectively 
(not shown). Data are unavailable for abortions obtained 
by Irish women who provided non-Irish addresses when 
obtaining abortions in England and Wales, who obtained 
abortions in other countries or who had abortions in 
Ireland and Northern Ireland, so such abortions are 
excluded from these counts.

In France, the abortion rate was 16 per 1,000 women in 
2008 (not shown). The country’s offi cial report also pro-
vides statistics on procedures carried out in several small 
French territories and departments abroad, all of which 
have higher abortion rates than France itself—French 
Guyana (38), Guadeloupe (45), Martinique (28) and the 
Réunion Islands (20).

Spain was not the only European country for which 
offi cial reports and published studies indicate large dif-
ferentials in abortion rates by women’s country of origin. 
In Italy, although only 6% of women were foreign-born 
residents in 2008,12 more than 30% of abortions in 2008 
were provided to foreign-born women,16 a proportion that 
has increased over time.17 Recent studies also indicate 
that 25–36% of abortions in Finland,18 the Netherlands,19 
Norway20 and Sweden21,22 have been among foreign-born 
women, largely those of non-European origin. Only 4% 
and 8% of women in Finland23 and Norway,24 respectively, 
were foreign-born residents in 2008, and 17% and 26% of 
women in Sweden25 and the Netherlands26 were foreign-
born residents.
�North America and Oceania. The abortion rate in both 
the United States and New Zealand was 20 per 1,000 
women of reproductive age in 2008. In the United States, 
incidence declined between 1996 and 2008. The abortion 
rate also declined slightly in New Zealand, after an increase 
between 1996 and 2003. In both countries, 19–20% of 
pregnancies ended in induced abortion in 2008. An offi -
cial estimate of the number of abortions in Australia is 
unavailable, but fi ndings from an assessment that used 
insurance claims and hospital statistics and employed the 
same approach used to estimate abortions in 2003 indi-
cate that the rate may have decreased slightly, from 19 to 
18.27,28 Complete statistics are available for South Australia, 
where the rate declined slightly, from 17 in 2003 to 16 in 
2008 (not shown).29

�Asia. The only Asian countries with liberal abortion laws 
and complete statistics were Israel and Singapore. Abortion 
incidence decreased slightly in both countries between 
2003 and 2008, to rates of 13 and 14 per 1,000 women, 
respectively (Table 1).

Countries with Incomplete Statistics
The numbers and rates for most of the 33 countries whose 
statistics were incomplete or of unknown completeness are 
minimum fi gures. Because the completeness of reports may 
have changed over time, caution is warranted when compar-
ing these estimates to earlier fi gures published previously;3 
however, we comment on possible trends where feasible.

TABLE 2. Number and rate of legal abortions in countries 
where reporting is incomplete or where completeness is 
 uncertain, by country and year

Country No. Rate Year 

EUROPE   
Eastern   
Belarus 46,300 19 2008
Moldova  12,300 14 2008
Romania 77,000 16 2008
Russian Federation 1,208,700 38 2008
Ukraine 127,500 12 2008
Ukraine* 151,500 15 2007
Southern   
Albania 3,900 5 2008
Albania* 4,100 6 2009
Croatia 4,500 5 2008
Greece 16,500 7 2005
Macedonia† 5,700 12 2008
Montenegro 1,100 8 2008
Serbia   22,700 16 2008
Northern 
Latvia 10,400 20 2008
Lithuania 9,000 12 2008

NORTH AMERICA
Canada 94,010 14 2008
   
ASIA   
Central   
Kazakhstan 124,000 32 2008
Kyrgyzstan† 20,800 16 2008
Tajikistan† 18,500 11 2008
Turkmenistan  12,200 9 2008
Uzbekistan† 40,000 5 2008
East   
China 9,173,100 29 2008
Hong Kong 13,200 8 2008
Japan‡ 242,300 10 2008
Mongolia 10,700 15 2008
South Korea* 124,700 11 2006
Taiwan* 78,800 17 2007
Southeast  
Vietnam 332,200 15 2008
Western   
Armenia 9,000 12 2008
Armenia  40,600 54 2005
Azerbaijan 10,400 7 2008
Azerbaijan* 159,700 81 2006
Georgia   19,100 19 2008
Turkey* 177,100 10 2008
   
LATIN AMERICA/CARIBBEAN  
Cuba§ 74,800 29 2008
Puerto Rico** 6,900 7 2006
   
AFRICA   
Tunisia 14,700 6 2009

*Estimates are based on data from a nationally representative survey of women 
aged 15–44, except in South Korea (married women aged 20–44) and Turkey 
(ever-married women aged 15–44). Estimates refl ect the average for the three 
years preceding the survey, except in Taiwan (preceding year) and in South Korea 
and Turkey (preceding fi ve years). Number of abortions was calculated from the 
abortion rate, except in Turkey (calculated from total abortion rate). Numbers 
and rates may include a small number of illegal abortions. †Estimate may include 
spontaneous abortions. ‡Data are for April 2008–March 2009. §Data do not in-
clude menstrual regulations. **Data are for July 2005–June 2006. Notes: Numbers 
of abortions are rounded to the nearest 100. Rates are numbers of abortions per 
1,000 women aged 15–44. Unless otherwise noted, all fi gures are based on data 
from offi cial country reports, the United Nations’ Demographic Yearbook or the 
World Health Organization’s European health for all database.



Legal Abortion Worldwide in 2008: Levels and Recent Trends

194 Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health

Countries with Legal and Illegal Abortions
In some countries, as well as Mexico City, many unsafe 
abortions occur despite liberal abortion laws. Abortion 
counts and estimates for some of these six jurisdictions 
are available from various sources. In jurisdictions with 
 offi cial reporting systems, large numbers of unreported 
abortions—some of which are unsafe, illegal or both—
still occur, for several reasons: The reporting systems may 
not be suffi ciently developed; the number of approved 
providers may be insuffi cient to satisfy the demand; regu-
lations regarding eligibility to provide legally sanctioned 
abortions may be onerous; and unreported private abor-
tions may be lower in cost, be easier to obtain or seem 
to confer more privacy than public-sector procedures. 
Cambodia and Ethiopia lack offi cial reporting systems, 
but evidence indicates that both safe and unsafe abor-
tions occur. Estimates of overall abortion incidence are 
available for only three of the six countries and territories 
(Table 3).

Mexico City’s abortion law was liberalized in 2007, and 
several public hospitals, a few public-sector clinics and 
private physicians now provide legal abortion services. 
The offi cial report indicates that 13,400 abortions were 
performed in public facilities in 2008, which translates to 
a rate of approximately six per 1,000 residents of Mexico 
City. By contrast, according to a national study, 165,500 
abortions were performed in Mexico City in 2006, and 
the abortion rate was 34.47 If this rate held steady after the 
change in the law, then only 8% of all abortions in that 
region were provided in the public sector.

According to a survey of health facilities in Cambodia, 
35,200 abortions took place in public and private facili-
ties staffed by trained providers in 2005. These fi ndings, 
together with information from surveys of women on the 
percentage distribution of abortions according to where 
they were performed, suggest that an additional 38,700 
abortions occurred in women’s homes and other locations, 
for an overall abortion rate of 22 per 1,000 reproductive-
aged women.48

Although the offi cial report from India indicates that 
only two legal abortions per 1,000 women were per-
formed in 2008 (down from three in 2003), a facility-
based survey in 2002 estimated an overall rate of 26 
abortions per 1,000 women, of which more than one-
third were considered safe, even if they did not conform 
with all of the regulatory conditions imposed by law. 
Mifepristone and misoprostol manufacturing and sales 
data49 suggest that the use of medication abortion has 
increased substantially in recent years. However, the 
extent to which this increase refl ects a shift from surgical 
abortion, and the degree to which it represents a rise in 
overall abortion levels, are unclear.

A liberal abortion law went into effect in 2004 in Nepal. 
The number of service sites and trained providers has 
increased rapidly across the country, and the recorded 
rate of legal abortions increased from fi ve to 15 per 1,000 
between 2005 and 2008.50 Nevertheless, it is possible that 

led to suggestions that the relatively low estimates from 
recent surveys refl ect that abortion is increasingly stigma-
tized (resulting in greater reluctance on the part of women 
to report abortions in surveys) and that use of misoprostol 
(either as an abortifacient or to regulate menstruation 
without a pregnancy test) may have risen and may be 
underreported.42,43 No survey estimates for Georgia have 
become available since the last review, which reported an 
estimate of 103 abortions per 1,000 women for 2005.
�Latin America and the Caribbean. Offi cial statistics 
indicate that the abortion rate in Cuba was 29 per 1,000 
women in 2008, but these data exclude menstrual regula-
tions (most of which are pregnancy terminations), which 
accounted for 57% of procedures in 2004.44 According to 
Ministry of Health statistics, the abortion rate excluding 
menstrual regulations rose by 16% between 2003 and 
2008, after a long period of decline between the mid-
1980s and the early 2000s.

The offi cial count of abortions in Puerto Rico in 2006 
translates to a rate of seven abortions per 1,000 women. 
The offi cial rate was also low in 2003 (nine per 1,000). 
Both estimates fall far short of the survey-based estimate of 
18 per 1,000 in 2001,45 indicating severe underreporting 
in the offi cial record. A more recent survey-based estimate 
is not available.
�Africa. Tunisia is the only African country with incom-
plete abortion statistics and a liberal abortion law. Offi cial 
reports indicate that the rate fell from 10 to six per 1,000 
between 1996 and 2009; experts suggested that the lower 
rate in 2009 refl ects a combination of a true decline, result-
ing from both increased contraceptive use and later age at 
marriage (along with continued low levels of premarital 
sexual activity), and a decline in the coverage of reports, 
resulting from growing numbers of privately performed 
abortions. Surveys indicate that a small increase in contra-
ceptive prevalence occurred between 1994 and 2001, and a 
sharp increase in the age at marriage occurred from the 
mid-1970s to the early 2000s,46 but no information is avail-
able on whether these trends continued into the late 2000s. 

TABLE 3. Number and rate of abortions in countries where unsafe abortion remains 
prevalent despite liberal abortion laws, and source of data, by country and year

Country No.  Rate  Year Source

 Legal All Legal  All 

Latin America and the Caribbean
Mexico City*  13,400 u 6 u 2008 Offi cial record
Mexico City  u 165,500 u 34 2006 Indirect estimation

Asia   
Cambodia 35,200 73,900 11 22 2005 Mixed methods
India 641,800 u 2 u 2008 Offi cial record
Nepal† 97,400 u 15 u 2008 Offi cial record

Africa  
Ethiopia  103,000 382,500 6 23 2008 Mixed methods
South Africa  77,200 u 6 u 2009 Offi cial record

*Abortions in public medical facilities only. †Data are for July 2007–June 2008. Notes: All counts and rates are 
 estimates. Numbers of abortions are rounded to the nearest 100. Rates are numbers of abortions per 1,000 
women aged 15–44. u=unavailable.




