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Maternal Mortality and Abortion

Accessibility of safe, legal abortion is a major public health issue.

National Health and Medical Research Council figures indicate that mortality associated with
abortions has declined since1971 where legal changes occurred in a number of states providing
some protection for abortion providers.  These changes increased accessibility of abortion
performed by qualified practitioners as well as the development of standards and protocols. Prior
to 1971 there was a high reliance on so called ‘backyard abortion’ in which the risk of
complication, infection and hemorrhage is significant1.

Prior to 1971, abortion was a major cause of death related to pregnancy with an average of 25%
of maternal deaths attributed to abortion2. Since 1971 death associated with abortion is rare in
Australia and usually occurs in the context of other pre-existing health conditions3. Between 1994
and 1996 there were three deaths in Australia linked to termination of pregnancy. These statistics
place abortion among the safest medical procedures currently performed in Australia4.

The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates that globally 19 million unsafe abortions take
place year and that 68 thousand women die as a consequence of this5. The majority of unsafe
abortions occur in developing countries where unsafe abortions are characterized by unskilled or
under trained practitioners, unsanitary facilities, a lack of post-abortion care and hazardous
techniques. The WHO characterizes unsafe abortion as one of the neglected public health problems
in developing countries6.
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