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Abortion requests on the rise in South America amid Zika
fears

The number of women seeking terminations has doubled in Brazil, Ecuador and Venezuela, says new
study

NUNO DOMINGUEZ
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A pregnant woman in Recife, Brazil. /REUTERS

South American countries affected by the Zika virus are
IN SPANISH

experiencing an unprecedented rise in requests for .
La alerta por el zika

abortions, a study published on Wednesday revealed. The dispara las

virus only causes mild symptoms in most cases but it can solicitudes de aborto
en Sudamérica

lead to severe birth defects. Since abortion is illegal in

many of the countries affected, some pregnant women may

have to bear children against their will. The World Health Organization (WHO) has
urged countries with Zika outbreaks to allow women to terminate unwanted

pregnancies.
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There is a correlation between Zika alerts and a sharp increase in abortion

requests, researchers said in a study published in the New England Journal of
Medicine. The authors examined the number of requests sent to a Dutch non-
profit organization, Women on the Web, that provides abortion pills to women

who do not have access to medical interventions. Researchers looked at the
trend in demand between January 2010 and March 2016 in 19 Latin American
countries that issued an alert saying the Zika virus may cause birth defects.

It is not enough for governments to warn women of the
risks associated with Zika, they should also make an effort
to make sure women have enough safe, legal and
accessible reproductive options

The study says orders for the pills increased dramatically in countries that issued
such warnings, including recommendations that women delay pregnancies, and
where abortion is illegal. Demand for abortions has doubled in Ecuador,
Venezuela and Brazil, the Latin American nation most severely affected. The
number of requests increased by at least one-third in most of the other countries
that the study examined. Researchers say there was no upward trend in
countries that did not issue health warnings.

“It is difficult to get reliable data on the reproductive choices of women in Latin
America,” says Abigail Aiken, a researcher at the University of Texas at Austin
who co-authored the study. “It is to be expected that our method is
underestimating the impact health warnings have had on abortion requests,
given that many women have used very unsafe methods to abort or resorted to
clandestine methods,” she adds.
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abortion clinics even before they are
diagnosed with the virus.

“It is not enough for governments to
warn women of the risks associated
with Zika, they should also make an
effort to make sure women have
enough safe, legal and accessible reproductive options,” says Catherine Aiken, a
researcher at the University of Cambridge and co-author of the study.
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Researchers from Princeton University and the University of Edinburgh also

contributed to the report.

English version by Dyane Jean Francois.
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