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[bookmark: _GoBack]This assignment will explore how the health and well-being of women who are considering, currently undergoing or have undergone a termination of pregnancy in Northern Ireland (NI) is at risk, as a result of insufficient legislation to protect these women’s rights. For the purpose of this assignment, these individuals will be known collectively as Group F. The three main areas of concern that could potentially harm Group F’s health and well-being that will be explored are: (1) termination of pregnancy is illegal in NI under the majority of circumstances but is legal in the United Kingdom (UK) (Abortion Act 1967), (2) under most conditions, women in NI who choose to have a termination must travel to the UK for the treatment and (3) some women who experience a crisis pregnancy who can’t or don’t want to travel choose to self-medicate at home by taking abortion pills, which causes a termination of pregnancy (Amnesty International UK, 2018a). The first concern will be studied in more detail, as the political context of NI will be explained under this concern. However, the political context is relevant to, and has contributed to causing the other 2 concerns. Finally, the assignment will conclude with proposed suggestions on how to improve legislation to protect and promote Group F’s health and well-being in NI. These suggestions will be based on the research found and analysed for this assignment.

As the assignment will focus particularly on Group F’s health and well-being, it will be beneficial to define the terms health and well-being for future reference. This will establish a correlation between the defined terms and Group F’s health and well-being, which will ensure that any potential issues that could affect them can be identified. According to the World Health Organization (WHO) (2018, http://www.who.int/about/mission/en/) “health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”. From this definition, it could be deduced that the WHO believe health is not solely based on physical health, but it incorporates the effects mental health and social well-being have on an individual. The definition also includes the term “well-being” which implies that the terms are interlinked and it seems that well-being is of importance when considering an individual’s health (WHO, 2018). Additionally, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) (2018a) recognise the importance of well-being, as they collect data on the well-being of individuals living in the UK. They collect data on 5 individual elements, which all affect their definition of personal well-being. The 5 elements are: life satisfaction, how worthwhile activities are for individuals, happiness, anxiety and mental well-being. Therefore, it could be argued that the ONS believe that these 5 elements are the most important aspects of personal well-being (ONS, 2018b). 

Termination of pregnancy is illegal under most circumstances in NI under the Criminal Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 1945, however it was first made illegal under the Offences Against the Person Act 1861 (Criminal Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 1945; Offences Against the Person Act 1861). As the Abortion Act 1967, which applies to the UK, does not apply to NI, the Criminal Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 1945 is the most recent legislation that applies to NI (Abortion Act 1967; Criminal Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 1945). Under this Act, termination of pregnancy is legal “for the purpose only of preserving the life of the mother”, which establishes that abortion is illegal in NI under the majority of circumstances, and any individual in Group F who undertakes the procedure in NI for any reason other than to save her own life is liable to prosecution (Criminal Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 1945, c.15, PART II, Offences, Section 25). This Act was passed in 1945 during Lord Brookeborough’s time as prime minister, and his party, the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP), were in power as they had won the majority of seats in the House of Commons (The New York Times, 1973; Whyte, 2002). However, due to the influence culture and religion had and continue to have on politics and legislation in NI, it is crucial to look at the leading religions during this period. This is to gain a further insight into the effect religion had on legislation and why abortion was only legalised under very specific circumstances (Harvey, 2015). According to the 1951 census of NI, the leading religion at the time was Roman Catholicism with 34.4% of the NI people considering themselves Catholic. This was followed by 29.9% identifying as Presbyterian (Government of Northern Ireland, 1951). Due to the influence religion had on politics, it is likely that Lord Brookeborough would have had to adopt some of the religious ideologies of Roman Catholicism and Presbyterianism in order to gain votes to become Prime Minister and to win votes for the UUP (The New York Times, 1973; Whyte, 2002; Government of Northern Ireland, 1951). This may have been the reason that he agreed that termination of pregnancy would continue to be illegal whilst he was Prime Minister, as both Presbyterians and Roman Catholics strongly opposed abortion (Scarnecchia, 2010; McCreary, 2018). Therefore, by choosing to keep the legislation that made abortion illegal, it may have gained him more votes for his political party, as he was taking on the ideology of the majority of the population (Government of Northern Ireland, 1951). Despite the length of time since the Criminal Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 1945 was passed, it continues to affect Group F in contemporary society as the law still stands.

Therefore, the first area of concern for Group F’s health and well-being that has been identified is, as previously mentioned, the Criminal Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 1945 is still considered law, despite abortion being legal in the rest of the UK under the Abortion Act 1967 (Abortion Act 1967; Criminal Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 1945). 

It is inevitable that Group F’s health and well-being will be adversely affected as abortion is illegal in NI. This is particularly true as under the Criminal Justice Act (Northern Ireland) 1945, abortion is only legal to save the mother’s life, which means that any woman in Group F who requires an abortion for any other reason must continue with the pregnancy or find an alternative way of terminating the pregnancy. One woman who has spoken about her experience is Jennifer, who in 2015 had to travel to the UK for an abortion, as her baby had a foetal abnormality which meant that her baby would pass away in the womb or during birth. This experience has inevitably affected Jennifer’s health and well-being. Not only did she have to cope with the unexpected news that her baby had a foetal abnormality and the passing of her baby, but she also had the added stress and anxiety of travelling to a different country to receive the emergency treatment (Amnesty International UK, 2015). When considering the WHO (2018) and the ONS’ (2018a; 2018b) definition of health and well-being, it is clear to see that during this experience, Jennifer’s health and well-being would not have met the standards set by these definitions. Despite that Jennifer’s experience is unique to her, statistics from the Department of Health and Social Care (2018) demonstrated that 19% of 4,809 abortions carried out on non-residents in England and Wales were women from NI. Therefore, it could be argued that many others women’s health and well-being could be affected, as Jennifer’s was, due to similar circumstances (Amnesty International UK, 2015).  

However, many believe that NI’s laws on abortion need to be changed. Research completed by Amnesty International UK (2018b) has shown that 65% of the Northern Irish population agree that abortion should be legalised and 75% of UK residents also agree that the abortion law in NI is outdated. Nonetheless, as the representative sample consisted of only a 1000 people out of NI’s estimated population of 1.8 million, it is impossible to determine whether these statistics truly represent the nation’s views on abortion (NISRA, 2018; Amnesty International UK, 2018b). However, as there is a significant majority, it does seem likely that the majority of the Northern Irish population want abortion to be legalised. As a result of this, it is justifiable to question why the First Minister and the political parties have not put legalising abortion on the political agenda (Amnesty International, 2018b). 

One reason that it may be difficult for the First Minister and the political parties to legalise abortion in NI is a result of the collapse of the Government in January 2017, following Martin McGuinness’, who was a member of Sinn Féin, resignation as Deputy First Minister. This was a result of disagreements between the two leading political parties in NI – Sinn Féin, the Nationalist Party, who would like to see Ireland united as a whole country, and the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) who would like to remain part of the UK. Both parties were required to work together and share the power to run the assembly, therefore when the Deputy First Minister resigned, this lead to the collapse of the Government. However, the parties cannot come to an agreement on many topics, including on abortion, and therefore Sinn Féin will not appoint another Deputy First Minister, hence there continues to be no Government in NI and therefore no changes can be made to abortion law (Kelly, 2018). 

As it seems that the political parties disagree on abortion, it would be beneficial to research which political party is for abortion and which is against, as this will give an indication on who supports Group F’s health and well-being (BBC News, 2018a). It does seem that Sinn Féin support legalising abortion in NI, particularly as they voted pro-choice, or for abortion, when a referendum was held on the 26th of May 2018 in the Republic of Ireland to Repeal the 8th Amendment (Barnes, 2018). Pro-choice won the referendum with a 66.4% majority, which means that abortion is now legal in the Republic of Ireland (Amnesty International Ireland, 2018). It could be argued that this has put pressure on to NI to legalise abortion. Additionally, a picture of Sinn Féin’s leader and deputy leader holding a sign with “the North is next” written on it was released to the media following the referendum (Barnes, 2018, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/sinn-fein-abortion-policy-legalisation-laws-northern-ireland-republic-a8402706.html).. This indicates that Sinn Féin are going to be working on legalising abortion in NI, which will benefit Group F’s health and well-being.

Historically, Sinn Féin have received the support of Catholics, whilst the DUP have received the votes of Protestants, both of whom oppose abortion, which leads to the question – why are Sinn Féin pro-choice if their votes are primarily from Catholics? (Harvey, 2015; Scarnecchia, 2010; McCreary, 2018). It could be argued that the leaders of Sinn Féin may have released the picture of them holding a pro-choice sign to gain more votes for their political party, as this demonstrates that they are listening to and taking on the ideology of the people, particularly as Amnesty International UK (2018b) found that 65% of the Northern Irish representative sample wanted abortion to be legalised (Barnes, 2018). This would improve Group F’s health and well-being. On the other hand, due to newspapers’ bias, the image may have been used by left-wing newspapers in NI and in the UK, which has over-emphasised Sinn Féin’s opinions on abortion, as they are considered a left-wing party (Gillespie, 2017). An example of this is The Independent’s report on Sinn Féin during the Repeal the 8th referendum, where the author describes the party members as “overwhelmingly” supporting abortion and describing the party as a “major force” (Barnes, 2018, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/sinn-fein-abortion-policy-legalisation-laws-northern-ireland-republic-a8402706.html). A survey by YouGov (2017) demonstrated that the British public voted The Independent as being slightly-left of centre. As a result, the newspaper is likely to over-emphasise Sinn Féin’s opinions and successes as they have similar political left-wing views. 

However, Sinn Féin have been criticised by the DUP’s leader as she believes that Sinn Féin will lose support due to their views on abortion, as they historically received the votes of Catholics. As they have gone against Catholic ideology, she believes any Catholic supporters of Sinn Féin are going to change to support a different political party, who are true to their religious views, such as the DUP (BBC News, 2018a). It is impossible to know yet whether this statement is true, as there continues to be no Government in NI (Kelly, 2018). 

On the other hand, the DUP is a Unionist party who would like to remain part of the UK, despite their strong views against abortion, which is legal in the rest of the UK (De Jode, 2017). Therefore, it could be argued that the DUP are not securing Group F’s health and well-being. In June 2017, the DUP signed a contract with the Conservative party in the UK, to back Theresa May in Government following her shortfall in the 2017 election, in return for extra financial support for NI (McCormack, 2018). However, this deal has been criticised by Sinn Féin and Conservative MP’s in the UK. Sinn Féin’s leader, Michelle O’Neill, stated “The DUP are a barrier to women’s rights. They are being assisted, aided, allowed to deny people rights – it’s the price of the relationship with the Tories in Westminster” (O’Neill, 2018 cited in Elgot, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/07/abortion-rights-in-ni-blocked-by-deal-with-dup-says-sinn-fein). Theresa May has also faced criticism in the UK, as some Conservative MP’s have expressed their anger at the deal as they don’t want the Conservatives and the DUP’s views to be associated together (McCormack, 2018). 

However, as a result of the collapse of the Government in NI, the DUP leader has argued that Theresa May should take power and make decisions for NI (Belfast Telegraph, 2018). Should she take the responsibility of decision-making for NI, some would argue that she is under pressure to legalise abortion in the country, by applying the Abortion Act 1967 to NI, as it is part of the UK and therefore, should have the same legislation (Abortion Act 1967; Barnes, 2018). This is particularly true as a number of judges who rule in the Supreme Court stated that NI’s abortion law, particularly in relation to rape, incest or foetal abnormality, is “incompatible with human rights legislation” (Bowcott, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/07/supreme-court-dismisses-bid-to-overturn-northern-ireland-abortion-laws). It could be argued that the law is breaching Article 3 of the Human Rights Act 1998, as under this article it is illegal to subject someone to “torture or to inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” Human Rights Act 1998, SCHEDULE 1, Article 3). Some would argue that criminalising women in NI for accessing abortions, when accessing abortions in the UK is within the woman’s human rights, is humiliating and degrading for Northern Irish women, and therefore is breaching their human rights (Amnesty International UK, 2018c; Human Rights Act 1998). However, it is concerning that Theresa May and the UK Government have not taken action to change the legislation in NI as of yet. It could even be argued that they are neglecting the rights of Group F, as by not changing the legislation, they are allowing Group F to be degraded and treated as criminals, which will have an inevitable effect on their health and well-being (Human Rights Act 1998; Amnesty International UK, 2018c). 

However, some believe that Theresa May and the UK Government are not enforcing UK legislation on NI as Theresa May needs the DUP’s support for Brexit, and therefore, she does not want to upset the DUP by legalising abortion (Barnes, 2018; McBride, 2018). This can be linked to post-truth politics, which is when subjective facts and opinion are used as if they are the objective truth (Ball, 2017). This link can be made as the media has focused intensely on Brexit; beginning with the campaigning before the referendum, and it continues to do so in today’s society (Moore & Ramsay, 2017). This statement can be justified as the most recent article published with regards to Brexit was published 3 minutes before this source was referenced (BBC News, 2018b). Therefore, it could be argued that as there has been such a focus on Brexit, the UK Government have avoided taking charge in NI as they portrayed Brexit as the most important thing, thus bypassing the need for a change in abortion law in NI and allowing Group F’s health and well-being to be at risk (Moore & Ramsay, 2017; BBC News, 2018b). 

On the other hand, it is impossible to know whether Theresa May is avoiding taking charge as to not upset the DUP, as she has not addressed the issue directly, and therefore the reporters are only speculating (McBride, 2018).  Regardless of whether the statement is true or false, either the UK Government or the NI Executive need to work together to legalise abortion in NI, as at present, Group F’s health and well-being is not being secured (Connolly, 2018). 

The second and third concerns identified for Group F’s health and well-being is that any individual from the group who experiences a crisis pregnancy must either (1) travel to the UK for a termination or (2) buy illegal abortion pills to carry out the termination at home (Amnesty International, 2018a). A study completed by Aiken, Padron, Broussard & Johnson (2018) has emphasised the negative implications that could affect Group F as a result of this. The research identified 4 key findings, 3 of which directly affect Group F’s health and well-being, which are:
(1) women experience multiple barriers to travelling for abortion services, even when abortion is provided without charge; (2) self-management is often preferred over travel, but its criminalisation engenders fear and isolation; (3) obstruction of import of abortion medications by Northern Ireland Customs contributes to stress, anxiety, a higher risk of complications (Aiken et al., 2018, https://srh.bmj.com/content/early/2018/10/19/bmjsrh-2018-200198) 

The results of the study support the argument that concerns 2 and 3, which are having to travel or self-medicate for an abortion, do have consequences for Group F’s health and well-being. 

When focusing specifically on the second concern, which is Group F having to travel for an abortion, the research emphasises that they face many difficulties, even when the termination itself is provided for free (Aiken et al., 2018). A similar study conducted in the US also identified some of the barriers women face when having to travel for an abortion. According to the results, 80% of the women faced financial barriers as a result of having to pay for transportation to different States, which was made more difficult as a result of having to take time off work and arrange childcare and/or other appointments. Another barrier that faced 12 of the 27 women who partook in the study was having to inform people who the woman didn’t want to tell e.g. a manager or family members, as the woman may have had to re-arrange work/family commitments to travel (Jerman, Frohwirth, Kavanaugh & Blades, 2017). However, there are limitations to this study. The study only reviewed the experiences of 29 women which is a very insignificant number when compared to the number of annual abortions worldwide, which is approximately 35 abortions for every 1000 women (Singh, Remez, Sedgh, Kwok & Onda, 2018). Therefore, the experiences of these women cannot be generalised to describe the experiences of every woman worldwide. Additionally, the study was completed in the USA. As a result, it is difficult to know whether Group F would be affected in the same way as women from the USA, particularly as there are complex political and religious ideologies in NI which form the basis of the anti-abortion legislation (Jerman et al., 2017; BBC News, 2018a).

However, research has demonstrated that many Northern Irish women have reported feelings of stress and anxiety as a result of having to keep the abortion a secret from their family when having to travel, due to the stigma attached to abortion in NI (Boseley, 2018). Additionally, many women faced financial barriers due to flight costs, despite the UK Government agreeing to pay for the procedure for Northern Irish women (Aiken et al., 2018 cited in Boseley, 2018; Marie Stopes UK, 2018). Therefore, it could be argued that Group F’s mental health and well-being is negatively implicated as a result of the stress and anxiety they face when having to travel to the UK. Marie Stopes UK (2018) estimate that approximately 4000 women travel to the UK for an abortion from NI and the Republic of Ireland annually and therefore, the health and well-being of all these women is at risk. 

As of May 2018, abortion was made legal in the Republic of Ireland. As a result, the Irish Health Minster is trying to pass legislation that would allow Group F to access abortion services in the Republic of Ireland, rather than having to travel to the UK. However, the Bill is currently undergoing review in the Irish Parliament and therefore, there is no guarantee the Bill will be passed (Connolly, 2018). As a result, Group F will have to continue travelling to the UK for an abortion until the Bill is passed, which means that until then their health and well-being continues to be adversely affected (Aiken et al., 2018). 

It could be argued that the stress and anxiety of having to travel for an abortion mean that more of Group F choose to self-medicate and take abortion pills to carry out a termination at home, which is the third concern identified (Aiken et al., 2018). However, Aiken et al. (2018)’s second key finding found that although the women studied would have preferred to self-medicate at home, they often felt stressed and anxious during the process. This is because under the Offences Against the Person Act 1861, it is illegal for women to intentionally terminate their pregnancy themselves. As a result, many of the women feared that they would be arrested and prosecuted for buying and taking abortion pills at home (Aiken et al., 2018 cited in Boseley, 2018). One woman who bought abortion pills for her daughter in 2013 has challenged the prosecution process and is undergoing trials with the court. If she is found guilty, she could be incarcerated for up to 5 years and she has spoken of the distress and anxiety this situation has caused her since 2013 (Amnesty International UK, 2018d). Although this experience is unique for the woman involved, it demonstrates what could happen to Group F should they get caught self-inducing an abortion, and the feelings of stress and anxiety they would feel should they be criminalised for it. It is inevitable that this will have an adverse effect on Group F’s health and well-being. 

Additionally, to try and limit the number of self-induced abortions, NI customs are detaining abortion medications to try and “safeguard human health” (Power, 2017, https://www.irishtimes.com/news/health/number-of-abortion-pills-seized-by-irish-customs-declines-1.3059156). However, according to Aiken et al. (2018)’s third key finding, this is causing more difficulties for the women as it is not deterring them from ordering the abortion pills. It could be argued that it is endangering their lives, as although the medications are considered safe, some women are too anxious to go to a GP or hospital if they’re experiencing serious side-effects, for fear of prosecution (The Journal.ie, 2018). As a result, it could be argued that Group F’s health and well-being could be at significant risk should an individual from Group F experience serious side-effects from the medication. 

This can be linked to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Maslow (1943 cited in McLeod, 2013) created a 5-tier model which describes every human’s needs. According to the theory, an individual must begin with satisfying the first level of need, before being able to move on to the next level of need, and this process continues until the individual reaches the top tier of self-actualization. However, it could be argued that some of Group F may not be able to satisfy the second tier of safety, as their safety is at risk when they induce an abortion at home, particularly if they experience side-effects (Maslow, 1943 cited in McLeod, 2013; The Journal.ie, 2018). Additionally, safety encompasses safety under the law. However, as inducing an abortion is illegal, Group F could possibly be criminalised and prosecuted for carrying out a termination at home, which means that they’re safety under the law is not guaranteed (Aiken et al., 2018). As a result, Group F may be unable to move on to satisfying the next level of need, which could adversely affect their health and well-being.

To conclude, there are many improvements that could be made to legislation to ensure that Group F’s health and well-being is protected. To begin, the Abortion Act 1967 should apply to NI as it applies to the rest of the UK. As NI don’t currently have a Government, it is the UK Government and Theresa May’s duty to ensure that Group F’s health and well-being is protected (Belfast Telegraph, 2018; Kelly, 2018). 

Ideally, Theresa May and the UK Government should be willing to put Group F’s health and well-being before the potential Brexit deal. However, at present it doesn’t seem as if the UK Government are making any changes to the legislation in NI, particularly as decisions around Brexit are high on the political agenda (Barnes, 2018; McBride, 2018; BBC News, 2018b).

As there seems to be no indication that the UK Government are going to legalise abortion in NI, many individuals are calling for the parts of the Offences Against the Person Act 1861 to be repealed, to allow women to take abortion pills at home. This would ensure that Group F could access safe, legal medication for the procedure, without being criminalised, and that they could access after-care and support, such as counselling, should they experience any side-effects without the worry of being prosecuted (Elgot, 2018). 

Until these changes are made to the legislation, Group F’s health and well-being continues to be at risk and therefore, these changes need to be implemented as soon as possible (Aiken et al., 2018). 
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