Woman’s year-long police ordeal highlights urgent need to reform UK’s outdated abortion laws
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Amidst a growing call for reform, the harrowing case of a woman named Sammy starkly illustrates the dire consequences of the UK’s archaic abortion laws. Following a traumatic premature birth at home, Sammy found herself caught in a year-long police investigation, accused of attempting an illegal abortion—a procedure she had not even gone through with. This shocking ordeal underscores the distress faced by women trapped under the 1861 Offences Against the Person Act, a law that not only criminalises abortion but has also seen a concerning spike in prosecutions recently.
Sammy's nightmare began as she performed CPR on her newborn son, born more than three months early, only to be met by a swarm of police officers. “My front room was full of police officers—there must have been about eight,” she recounted. This overwhelming presence during a critical moment exacerbated her trauma and ignited a criminal investigation that spanned an agonising 51 weeks. Instead of receiving the care and support women in such tragic situations desperately need, they often face scrutiny and public humiliation—an unacceptable reality.
The sobering statistics back this crisis. In just two years, six women have faced court charges for ostensibly trying to end their pregnancies illegally, a sharp rise from the mere three convictions since the law’s inception in 1861. Voices demanding reform are uniting, with some Labour MPs advocating for amendments to the Criminal Justice Bill to decriminalise abortion in England and Wales, aligning with progressive practices in Scotland and Northern Ireland. As one MP noted, “The harm inflicted upon these women is lifelong and profound. This cannot continue.”
Healthcare experts are echoing this sentiment, clearly stating that these laws stifle women’s access to vital medical care. The Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists fears that the legal framework not only chills willingness but actively deters women from seeking necessary medical assistance. Dr. Ranee Thakar, the college’s president, warned that women could avoid seeking help out of fear, turning what should be a safe procedure into a hazardous gamble. In a telling move, the RCOG has urged professionals not to report women suspected of illegal abortions to the police.
While the pandemic briefly relaxed these pressures by permitting eligible women to access medical abortions at home in the first ten weeks of pregnancy, the underlying criminal framework remains firmly in place. Nurse Nicola Packer, acquitted after enduring her own harrowing investigation, labelled the process as deeply traumatic, stating, “Although it’s a relief that I was finally believed and it’s all over, it’s going to be very hard to ever trust the NHS and police again.”
Despite the momentum for law reform, opposition is rife. Polls reveal that over half of UK adults remain against decriminalising abortion, demonstrating the contentious and divisive nature of this issue. Critics argue that any changes could lead to unforeseen consequences, and the government insists that all women do have access to safe, legal abortions via the NHS—pointing to the rarity of prosecutions as justification for the status quo.
Yet, for women like Sammy, the trauma and fear remain painfully real as they navigate a system that celebrates the right to choose while simultaneously criminalising essential personal decisions in complex situations. “No other woman should have to go through that," Sammy asserts, shining a light on the urgent need for legislative change. The grim reality is that without decriminalisation, these women's experiences will continue to be marked by fear rather than compassion, making the necessity for reform in UK abortion laws increasingly undeniable.
As Parliament prepares for a critical debate on this issue, the clarion call for policy change becomes more urgent than ever—one that prioritises women’s health and autonomy over outdated criminalisation, ensuring that no woman is subjected to the indignity of being treated as a criminal for simply navigating the complexities of pregnancy.
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