ABORTION FACT SHEET
Not sure where to start? Here’s the data on abortion you need to know.
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Abortion is enshrined in human rights law.1
Abortion remains in the criminal codes of NSW and South Australia (partially decriminalised).
Abortion was only decriminalised in Queensland in October 2018.
Most people don’t know abortion is still a crime in NSW.2
Abortion rights are popular - polling and surveys consistently show we support the right to
choose in NSW.3
Abortion access in NSW is uneven, concentrated in our cities and expensive.
The vast majority of abortions are performed before 12 weeks.4
Abortion is a common and safe medical procedure.

THE LAW IN NSW

ABORTION IS COMMON AND SAFE

Abortion is a crime in NSW, under sections
82, 83, and 84 of the Crimes Act 1900, with
penalties of up to 10 years imprisonment for
women, doctors and anyone who assists.

In Australia, where abortions are performed
by highly qualified health care professionals
in very hygienic conditions, a pregnancy
termination is one of the safest medical
procedures and complications are rare.6

Under common law, abortion is legal in NSW
when a doctor believes that it is necessary
to prevent serious danger to a pregnant
woman’s physical or mental health, taking
into account economic, social or medical
reasons. This is known as the Levine ruling of
1971.
The current situation is often referred to as a
legal ‘grey area’, which leaves the possibility of
both women and doctors being prosecuted
for obtaining or providing an abortion.
A Sydney woman was prosecuted in 2017 for
self-inducing an abortion.5
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National information on abortions that
is reliable and up-to-date is not currently
available. Only some states collect data.
In South Australia, where the majority
of abortions are provided in the public
system so data is available, there were 13.5
terminations of pregnancy per 1,000 women
aged 15-44 years as of 2014.7
A recent Australian survey found that 1
in 5 women who had been pregnant in
the last decade had an abortion, and 1 in
3 unintended pregnancies resulted in an
abortion.8
In the United Kingdom in 2017, the
abortion rate was 16.5 per 1,000 women of
reproductive age (aged 15-44).9 In the United
States in 2017, the rate was 14.6 per 1,000
women of reproductive age.10

1 in 5
Australian women will
have an abortion

A LOT OF PREGNANCIES ARE
UNPLANNED

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND
REPRODUCTIVE COERCION

Research suggests that between 25%
and 50% of Australian women have an
unplanned pregnancy every year.11 Almost
half of the women who have an unplanned
pregnancy were using contraception at
the time. The World Health Organisation
estimates that even if every couple used
contraception perfectly, there would still be
six million unplanned pregnancies per year.12

There is a well-established link between
domestic violence and poor reproductive
health outcomes. Research has found
substantial levels of physical violence during
pregnancy.16 Women who are subjected to
violence have higher levels of unplanned
pregnancy.17
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of women who had an
unplanned pregnancy
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at the time
If you would like more information on what
sort of contraception would work best for
you, please consider contacting Talkline on
1300 658 886.
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WHO GETS AN ABORTION
US data shows that most women who have
an abortion already have a child (61%) or
two or more children (34%).13 In Australia, a
2017 study of 2100 patients found 58% had
at least one child and 21% had three or more
children.14

over 1/2
of women who had an
abortion already had at
least one child
South Australian data shows that the
abortion rate is highest for women 20-24
years (21.3 per 1,000 women), and women
25-29 years (19.4 per 1,000 women).15

Reproductive coercion is used to define
a range of male partner pregnancycontrolling behaviours. These behaviours
can include contraception sabotage (where
contraception is tampered with or removed),
threats and use of physical violence if a
woman insists on condoms or other forms of
contraception, emotional blackmail coercing
a woman to have sex or to fall pregnant,
or to have an abortion as a sign of her love
and fidelity, as well as forced sex and rape.
It includes forcing someone to become
pregnant, forcing someone to continue
being pregnant, or forcing them to end a
pregnancy.18
You can reach the NSW Domestic Violence
Line on 1800 65 64 63.

TYPES OF ABORTION
In Australia, there are two forms of abortion
available: medical (RU486) or surgical.
You can find a fact sheet describing medial
abortion here. It is available by prescription
from some GPs and up to 9 weeks gestation.
You can find a fact sheet describing surgical
abortion here. You will need to be referred
to a private practitioner. You can also call
Talkline on 1300 658 886 to discuss providers
near you.
You can find an online provider of medical
abortion here.
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WOMEN ARE SURE OF THEIR
DECISIONS
Almost all women requesting an abortion
are sure of their decision and do not want
further counselling.19 International data
shows that the overwhelming majority
of women are happy with their decision,
with the Turnaway Study showing that
99% reported their abortion was the right
decision.20

UNSAFE ABORTIONS
Around 25 million unsafe abortions are
estimated to occur worldwide each year,21
accounting for up to 13.2% of maternal
deaths,22 mostly in the developing world.
The non-availability of abortion services has
been shown to increase maternal morbidity
and mortality.23
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However, the Turnaway Study also showed
that compared with having an abortion,
being denied an abortion was associated
with greater risk of psychological harm.

Endnotes
1
United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, Information Series on Sexual and Reproductive Health
and Rights, https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Women/WRGS/SexualHealth/INFO_Abortion_WEB.pdf
2
Barratt A L, McGeechan K, Black K I, Hamblin J, de Costa C, Knowledge of current abortion law and views on abortion
law reform: a community survey of NSW residents, Australia and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, Online,
https://doi.org/10.1111/1753-6405.12830, Sep 2018
3
Lachlan J de Crespigny, Dominic J Wilkinson, Thomas Douglas, Mark Textor and Julian Savulescu, Med J Aust 2010; 193
(1): 9-12. Published online: 5 Jul 2010
4
AIHW NPSU: Grayson N, Hargreaves J & Sullivan EA 2005. Use of routinely collected national data sets for reporting on
induced abortion in Australia. AIHW Cat. No. PER 30
5
Whitbourn, M, ‘Sydney woman prosecuted for taking abortion drug’, Sydney Morning Herald, 14 August 2017,
www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/sydney-woman-prosecuted-for-taking-abortion-drug-20170814-gxvoqd.html
6
Safe Abortion: Technical and Policy Guidance for Health Systems World Health Organisation (2nd ed.), Geneva 2012 p21.
Available online at http://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/publications/unsafe_abortion/9789241548434/en/
7
Scheil W, Jolly K, Scott J, Catcheside B, Sage L, Kennare R. Pregnancy Outcome in South Australia 2015. Adelaide:
Pregnancy Outcome Unit, SA Health, Government of South Australia, 2017
8
Taft A, Shankar M, Black K I, Mazza D, Hussainy S, Lucke J C, Unintended and unwanted pregnancy in Australia: a crosssectional, national random telephone survey of prevalence and outcomes, The Medical Journal of Australia, Online,
doi: 10.5694/mja17.01094, Oct 2018
9
Department of Health and Social Care, Abortion Statistics, England and Wales: 2017, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.
uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/714183/2017_Abortion_Statistics_Commentary.pdf, Jun
2018
10
McCammon S, ‘U.S. Abortion Rate Falls To Lowest Level Since Roe v. Wade’, NPR, 17 January 2017,
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/01/17/509734620/u-s-abortion-rate-falls-to-lowest-level-since-roe-v-wade
11
Taft A, Shankar M, Black K I, Mazza D, Hussainy S, Lucke J C, Unintended and unwanted pregnancy in Australia: a crosssectional, national random telephone survey of prevalence and outcomes, The Medical Journal of Australia, Online,
doi: 10.5694/mja17.01094, Oct 2018
12
World Health Organisation, The World Health Report 2005 - make every mother and child count
http://www.who.int/whr/2005/chapter3/en/index3.html
13
Jones, R K, Finer, L B, Singh, S, Characteristics of U.S. Abortion Patients, 2008, Guttmacher Institute, May 2010
14
Sullivan, R, ‘The big myth about abortion: It’s not teenagers, but middle-aged mums terminating pregnancies’, News.
com.au, 15 August 2018, https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/parenting/pregnancy/the-big-myth-about-abortion-its-notteenagers-but-middleaged-mums-terminating-pregnancies/news-story/bd7a33332d530f5a613b75eb98e4d35e
15
Scheil W, Jolly K, Scott J, Catcheside B, Sage L, Kennare R. Pregnancy Outcome in South Australia 2015. Adelaide:
Pregnancy Outcome Unit, SA Health, Government of South Australia, 2017
16
World Health Organisation, Understanding and addressing violence against women, http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/
handle/10665/77432/WHO_RHR_12.36_eng.pdf;jsessionid=99147C5FC1D2FA6B582FABC1BA5564B3?sequence=1
17
Pallitto CC, García-Moreno C, Jansen HA, Heise L, Ellsberg M, Watts C, Intimate partner violence, abortion, and
unintended pregnancy: results from the WHO Multi-country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence, Int J
Gynaecol Obstet. 2013 Jan;120(1):3-9. doi: 10.1016/j.ijgo.2012.07.003.
18
Miller E, Decker MR, McCauley HL, Tancredi DJ, Levenson RR, Waldman J, Schoenwal P, Silverman JG, Pregnancy
coercion, intimate partner violence, and unintended pregnancy, Published online 2010 Jan 27.
doi: [10.1016/j.contraception.2009.12.004]
19
Cameron ST and Glasier A, ‘Identifying women in need of further discussion about the decision to have an abortion and
eventual outcome’, Contraception , 2013 Jul;88(1):128-32. doi: 10.1016/j
20
Biggs A, Upadhyay U, McCulloch C, et al., ‘Women’s Mental Health and Well-being 5 Years After Receiving or Being
Denied an Abortion: A Prospective, Longitudinal Cohort Study’, JAMA Psychiatry. 2017;74(2):169-178. doi:10.1001/
jamapsychiatry.2016.3478
21
Ganatra B, Gerdts C, Rossier C, Johnson Jr B R, Tuncalp Ö, Assifi A, Sedgh G, Singh S, Bankole A, Popinchalk A, Bearak
J, Kang Z, Alkema L. Global, regional, and subregional classification of abortions by safety, 2010–14: estimates from a
Bayesian hierarchical model. The Lancet. Sept 2017
22
Say L, Chou D, Gemmill A, Tunçalp Ö, Moller AB, Daniels J, Gülmezoglu AM, Temmerman M, Alkema L. Global causes of
maternal death: a WHO systematic analysis. Lancet Glob Health. 2014 Jun; 2(6):e323-33.
23
World Health Organization. Unsafe abortion: global and regional estimates of incidence of unsafe abortion and
associated mortality in 2000. 2012. Available from: http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2004/9241591803.pdf

