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<<MP>>

House of Commons

London SW1A 0AA

19th May 2008

Dear <<MP>>,

GIG: 
Keep current abortion time limit

Most genetic conditions are only apparent at the 20 week scan;

Time limit reduction could lead to increase abortions;

Families will be forced into a more painful decision.

The Genetic Interest Group (GIG) is an umbrella organisation for more than 130 patient organisations caring for patients and families affected by inheritable conditions. We stand for the improvement of healthcare, looking to empower the biomedical research community in the search for cures and treatments for inherited conditions. The patients on whose behalf we speak are affected by debilitating conditions which impair and foreshorten their lives; our organisation is therefore well placed to understand the value of life and human dignity.

Legislation should always adapt to take account of scientific and technological progress. As the recent independent peer reviewed research has informed, survival below 24 weeks of gestation has not improved despite advances in other aspects of antenatal care and of care of premature babies.1 We strongly oppose any amendments attempting to reduce the time limit for elective abortion: there is no compelling scientific or technological reason for a reduction of the time limit.

Termination of a wanted pregnancy is the hardest decision women and couples may have to face.  The NICE guidelines ‘Antenatal care: Routine care for the healthy pregnant woman’ (March 2008) state “Pregnant women should be offered an ultrasound scan to screen for structural anomalies, ideally between 18 weeks and 20 weeks and six days’ gestation”. Any reduction below the current 24 week limit would leave little or no room for women and couples to make a responsible, considered choice when a potentially serious abnormality is detected. 

The time limit should be based on the possibility of antenatal testing and screening detecting problems in the fetus. By 18-20 weeks tests can show many birth defects that are undetectable at earlier stages, such as heart problems, fluid in the brain, or missing limbs. Abnormalities may be of inconclusive severity and require further investigation; fluid in the brain or heart defects may be found to be less serious after further MRI scans. Families may also want to research possible mediation of abnormalities and consider the options which may be open to them, which requires time and knowledge.

A reduction of the time limit would make much of this discussion and thought impossible, placing women and couples under an unfair burden to decide in an already appalling situation. GIG fears this would lead to an increase in termination, as families opt to protect themselves against the possibility of being unable to terminate a pregnancy which is affected by what they believe to be a serious abnormality if they cross a threshold that is set at or around the time they are receiving the results of their 19-20 week scan.

For these reasons GIG urges you to vote against amendments to reduce the abortion time limit.

Yours sincerely,
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Alastair Kent

Director

1: http://www.bma.org.uk/ap.nsf/Content/Abortiontimelimit?OpenDocument&Highlight=2,abortion
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