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LSFE’s Ernestina Coast and Emily Freeman discuss how the lack of

knowledge of the Zambia’s laws on abortion means that unwanted

pregnancies frequently end in unsafe procedures.
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After the midwife had finished her clinic, we sat in her office, and she
returned to the case of the pregnant 12 year old. “What can be done?”
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Sitting in the midwife’s office, talking of the challenges of unsafe

abortion in rural Zambia, the research team was acutely aware that
somewhere in the surrounding area there was a pregnant 12 year old,

and that we had knowledge of the law that might be of use to her. A
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Time passed, and it became clear that the girl could not be found. The
Consultant gave the midwife the name of a doctor at a regional
hospital - 50km away by gravel road - who he knew would be able to
review the girl's case, and provide a legal abortion if that is what she
wanted. He urged the midwife to ring him for any advice. Still however
she seemed unsure. We asked her if she would talk to the girl and her
parents about the option of abortion. She looked uncomfortable. She
said she would probably only raise it if the girl's father did. She
admitted that since nobody knew safe abortion was possible, that was

unlikely.

This case is not unusual. It highlights how lack of knowledge of the law
- and the trained staff and facilities to support it - means that
unwanted pregnancies frequently end in unsafe abortion. In rural
areas this involves drinking potentially toxic herbal concoctions and

inserting sticks into the uterus.

There are no data on abortion in rural Zambia. But just because there
are no data does not mean that it is not a major public health issue. In
September 2015 we interviewed 46 rural healthcare workers, and
everyone had dealt with the consequences of unsafe abortion. Some
had been approached by women trying to find out if it was possible to
get an abortion, though few had been given a positive answer. Most
healthcare workers assumed that abortion was illegal in Zambia, and
did not know that it was possible to refer women to legal and safe
abortion services. Until knowledge of the law improves, women and
healthcare workers will continue to assume that abortion is illegal, and

only possible using unsafe methods.

The study was carried out by Dr Ernestina Coast and Dr Emily
Freeman from LSE’s Department of Social Policy along with Dr
Bellington Vwalika from Zambia's University Teaching Hospital. It was

funded by the LSE’s Research Infrastructure and Investment Fund.

For more information about the study visit
www.zambiatop.wordpress.com/ or follow them on Twitter
@ZambiaToP
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