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STUDY O F ABORTIO N LAW S I N TH E COMMONWEALTH : 
MEDICAL TERMINATIO N O F PREGNANC Y BILL , BARBADO S 

Memorandum b y 
THE GOVERNMEN T O F BARBADO S 

POSITION PAPE R O N BARBADO S MEDICA L TERMINATIO N O F PREGNANC Y BIL L 

In Ma y 1974 , th e Barbado s Cabine t authorise d th e settin g u p o f a  Nationa l Committe e t o 
study th e issue s relate d t o th e liberalisatio n o f th e la w relatin g t o abortion . Th e 
Committee ha d a s it s term s o f reference : 

(a) th e examinatio n o f th e nee d fo r th e refor m o f th e la w relatin g t o abortio n wit h 
particular referenc e t o th e legal , sociological , economi c an d religiou s aspect s 
thereof; an d 

(b) makin g recommendation s thereon . 

The Committe e wa s t o consis t o f person s fro m variou s bodie s representin g a  broa d cros s 
section o f th e Barbadia n public . 

2. Th e Committe e submitte d it s repor t i n Apri l 1975 . Th e Committe e pointe d ou t tha t 
although abortio n i s illega l i n Barbados , whethe r b y th e administratio n o f drug s o r th e us e o f 
instruments, th e loca l court s hav e followe d certai n judicia l decision s i n th e Unite d Kingdo m 
that permi t abortion s wher e th e continuanc e o f th e pregnanc y i s likel y t o endange r th e lif e 
or healt h o f th e woman . 

3. Th e existin g la w relatin g t o abortio n i s containe d i n section s 5 9 an d 6 0 o f th e Offence s 
Against th e Perso n Act , 186 8 an d thes e follo w closel y th e provision s o f section s 5 8 an d 5 9 
of th e U K Offence s Agains t th e Perso n Act , 1861 . Thes e section s mak e abortio n punishabl e 
by imprisonment . Becaus e o f th e illegalit y o f abortions , i t wa s difficul t t o obtai n accurat e 
statistics o n th e numbe r o f abortion s performe d i n Barbado s annuall y bu t th e Committe e 
estimated th e figur e (a t tha t time ) t o b e i n th e regio n o f 4,00 0 an d 5,00 0 i n a  populatio n 
of jus t ove r a  quarte r o f a  millio n people . Th e Committe e considere d th e situatio n o f 
failed contraceptio n an d th e liberalise d attitud e i n th e Unite d State s o f Americ a wher e 
abortion u p t o th e twelft h wee k o f pregnanc y i s th e constitutiona l righ t o f a  woman . 
Special attentio n wa s als o pai d t o th e Unite d Kingdo m Abortio n Act , 196 7 an d t o th e 
attitude o f th e variou s loca l religiou s bodie s toward s abortion . Th e Repor t favoure d 
liberalisation o f th e law . 

4. Th e Repor t wa s i n 197 7 circulate d fo r th e commen t o f th e Nationa l Commissio n o n th e 
Status o f Wome n whic h wa s establishe d i n 197 6 an d t o th e Head s o f al l recognise d 
denominations an d t o othe r intereste d organisations . 

5. Th e proposal s fo r legislatio n wer e amende d b y thos e comment s o f organisation s includin g 
the loca l associatio n o f medica l practitioners , tha t wer e acceptabl e t o th e Cabine t bu t a s 
would b e expecte d i n a  controversia l socia l matte r o f thi s nature , al l o f th e differin g view s 
could no t b e reconcile d an d include d i n th e Bill . 

6. Th e Nationa l Commissio n o n th e Statu s o f Wome n wa s o f th e vie w tha t i n additio n t o 
modernising th e existin g law , adequat e guideline s regardin g request s fo r pre-abortio n 
counselling, particularl y wher e consideration s othe r tha n o f a  medica l natur e ar e involved , 
should b e se t out . 

7. Th e Commissio n als o recommende d tha t ther e shoul d b e a  balanc e betwee n th e concep t 
of makin g abortio n freel y available , an d th e concep t o f preventin g th e developmen t o f th e 
abortion habi t i n th e communit y b y introducin g o r upgradin g service s tha t may  influenc e 
women awa y fro m th e necessit y o f seekin g abortion . I n othe r word s a  combinatio n o f legal , 
health an d welfar e service s wa s required . 

8. Th e Churche s whic h commente d o n th e propose d liberalisatio n o f th e abortio n la w uphel d 
the importanc e an d th e suprem e dignit y o f huma n life . Mos t o f the m i n varyin g degree s 
agreed wit h a  limite d provisio n fo r legalise d abortio n provide d tha t th e continuanc e o f th e 
pregnancy wa s medicall y regarde d a s no t bein g i n th e interes t o f th e lif e o f th e woman . 
None o f th e Churche s supporte d abortio n o n demand . 
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9. Th e Counci l o f th e Barbado s Associatio n o f Medica l Practitioner s pointe d ou t tha t a s a 
result o f illega l abortions , severa l youn g wome n wer e admitte d t o hospita l daily , seriousl y 
ill, i n dange r o f permanen t damag e t o thei r pelvi c organ s an d sometime s wit h fata l 
consequences. 

10. I t therefor e appeare d t o th e Counci l tha t wome n generall y wer e determine d t o see k 
termination regardles s o f th e consequences . Th e medica l professio n therefor e sa w th e issu e 
as a  clea r cu t choic e eithe r t o suppor t legislatio n tha t woul d provid e fo r terminatio n unde r 
safe condition s o r t o tur n a  blin d ey e t o th e existin g thoroughl y dangerou s practice s tha t 
often hav e disasterou s results . Circumstance s suc h a s rape , inces t an d poo r socio-economi c 
circumstances migh t b e equall y a s harmfu l a s certai n physica l an d menta l condition s an d th e 
extent o f thi s har m wa s bes t assesse d b y experience d healt h professionals . 

11. I n Barbados , case s o f illega l abortio n rat e a s th e fourt h highes t caus e o f hospitalisation . 
The statu s qu o provide s a n excellen t exampl e o f discriminatio n agains t thos e wh o canno t 
pay. Onl y wome n wit h economi c mean s ca n escap e humiliatio n b y obtainin g abortions , 
confidentially an d safely , a t hom e o r abroa d i n th e privat e secto r o f healt h care . Indeed , 
groups representin g women' s interest s i n Commonwealt h countrie s increasingl y expres s thei r 
dissatisfaction an d outrag e a t wha t wome n mus t endur e t o maintai n thei r physica l integrit y 
and t o contro l thei r persona l an d socia l destinies . 

12. Th e Barbado s Abortio n Bil l doe s no t permi t abortio n o n deman d bu t establishe s a  clearl y 
defined framewor k withi n whic h th e treatmen t ma y b e administere d i n a  professiona l setting , 
thereby reducin g th e ris k o f menta l an d physica l injur y o r eve n death . Th e Bil l seek s t o 
accommodate abortio n throug h legislatio n tha t focusse s upo n healt h an d welfar e an d no t upo n 
crime an d punishment . 

13. Th e Bil l set s ou t certai n criteri a fo r th e medica l terminatio n o f pregnancie s o f u p t o 
twelve weeks ; ove r twelv e bu t les s tha n twent y weeks ; an d ove r twent y weeks . Thi s 
division i s necessar y a s th e ris k t o th e woma n increase s a s th e pregnanc y progresses . 
Special provisio n ha s bee n mad e fo r wome n unde r sixtee n year s o f ag e an d person s o f 
unsound mind . 

14. Th e Bil l accept s th e principl e o f conscientiou s objectio n an d protect s medica l an d para -
medical personne l wh o ar e unabl e t o participat e i n th e treatmen t fo r th e terminatio n o f a 
pregnancy o n thi s ground . However , conscientiou s objectio n doe s no t appl y i f th e treatmen t 
is immediatel y necessar y t o sav e th e lif e o f th e woma n o r t o preven t injur y t o he r physica l 
or menta l health . 

15. Th e Bil l an d Regulation s plac e emphasi s o n counsellin g a s a  vitall y importan t facto r i n 
providing wome n wit h informe d opinion s a s t o whethe r o r no t terminatio n shoul d b e 
proceeded with . Th e woma n mus t b e advise d o n course s o f actio n alternativ e t o 
termination, o f possibl e effect s o f th e termination , o f th e availabilit y o f famil y plannin g 
services an d ho w t o dea l wit h th e socia l an d psychologica l consequence s o f a  termination . 
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