Sammy’s ordeal under archaic abortion law fuels calls for urgent reform in England
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In a troubling revelation, a woman named Sammy recently shared her traumatic experience of being embroiled in a criminal investigation following the premature birth of her son. Despite not having had an abortion, she was treated as a suspect under England's 164-year-old abortion law while attempting to save her newborn’s life. This harrowing encounter has highlighted the urgent need for reform regarding abortion legislation in the UK, particularly as the nation approaches parliamentary discussions on a proposed amendment to decriminalise abortion.
Sammy’s ordeal began when an ambulance was called to her home after she delivered her son more than three months early. In an intense and chaotic situation, she faced the futility of being questioned by police amid her son’s critical condition. Police not only cordoned off her home but also seized personal belongings, compounding her trauma with a lengthy investigation that lasted nearly a year. "No other woman should have to go through that. Abortion should be decriminalised,” she asserted, encapsulating the distress that many women in similar situations experience.
Her story is not unique; it reflects a growing concern among rights groups that well over 100 women have faced police investigations under the outdated Offences Against the Person Act of 1861. This year has seen a surge in prosecutions, with six women charged with ending their own pregnancies, a stark increase from the previous total of three reported since the law's inception. Ranee Thakar, president of the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, characterised this law as the "oldest healthcare law still in existence," which has become increasingly problematic as societal attitudes toward reproductive rights evolve.
Recent amendments proposed by Labour MP Tonia Antoniazzi aim to align England and Wales with Scotland and Northern Ireland, where abortion laws have been modernised. Antoniazzi condemned the criminal investigations as “utterly deplorable,” asserting that vulnerable women are disproportionately affected by these laws. Moreover, she highlighted that the chilling effect of potential criminal repercussions deters women from seeking necessary healthcare, thereby making a safe procedure unsafe.
The Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists voiced similar concerns, issuing guidelines urging medical professionals not to report women suspected of unlawful abortions. Dr. Thakar noted that fear of criminalisation leads many women to suffer in silence rather than seek help. This sentiment resonates with Nicola Packer, a nurse who was acquitted after a lengthy investigation over accusations of self-administering abortion pills. “The stress for more than four years was immense,” she stated, suggesting that the legal system’s treatment of such cases severely undermines trust in healthcare.
Compounding the urgency of reform is recent polling indicating significant public opposition to decriminalisation efforts, with over half of respondents believing that abortion should remain illegal past the current 24-week limit. This division in public opinion contrasts sharply with the stance of healthcare professionals and many lawmakers who advocate for modernising the law.
Support for decriminalisation extends beyond MPs; more than 30 organisations, including the British Medical Association, have also called for reform, labelling the current legislation as outdated. Campaigns have emerged, including one spearheaded by teacher Gemma Clark, which recently delivered a petition to Downing Street with over 100,000 signatures urging legal change.
The situation is not only a matter of legal reform but also one of ethical responsibility. Katie Saxon, Chief Strategic Communications Officer at the British Pregnancy Advisory Service, emphasised that women are facing undue distress as they are being arrested and investigated under archaic laws. "This cannot continue,” she asserted, highlighting the moral obligation of parliamentarians to decriminalise abortion and eliminate the threat of police investigations.
As the debate in Parliament approaches, the unfolding story of Sammy and many others serves as a powerful reminder of the profound implications outdated laws have on women’s lives. Each personal account adds weight to the argument for reform, showcasing the need for a legal framework that prioritises women’s health, safety, and autonomy—an essential shift towards a more compassionate and just approach to reproductive rights.
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