First UA: 032/22 Index: AMR 47/5480/2022 Puerto Rico

Date: April 18, 2022

URGENT ACTION
PUERTO RICO: PROTECT ACCESS TO ABORTION
A recently published bill seeks to prohibit abortions after 22 weeks, or when a doctor determines that
the fetus is viable, with the only exception being if the pregnant person’s life is in danger. According to
international law, any restrictions on access to abortion must be human rights compliant. We call for
urgent objective public hearings and meaningful human rights scrutiny of this bill.
TAKE ACTION:
1. Write a letter in your own words or using the sample below as a guide to one or both government officials listed.
You can also email, fax, call or Tweet them.
2. Click here to let us know the actions you took on Urgent Action 32.22. It’s important to report because we share
the total number with the officials we are trying to persuade and the people we are trying to help.
Hon. Joanne Rodríguez Veve
President of the Commission of Life and Family Affairs
Senate of Puerto Rico
Senado- El Capitolio, San Juan, Puerto Rico 00902-3431
Emails: joarodriguez@senado.pr.gov ; info@joannerodriguezveve.com ; emartinez@senado.pr.gov

Honorable Rodríguez Veve,
Currently in Puerto Rico, there are few legal restrictions on access to abortion, which can take place at any stage in the
pregnancy when carried out by a doctor to conserve the life or the health, including mental health, of the pregnant person.
However, a recently published bill would restrict access to abortion after 22 weeks, or when a doctor determines that the
fetus is viable, with the only exception being if the pregnant persons’ life is in danger. It would not permit a termination
after 22 weeks for other reasons, such as where there is a diagnosis of fetal impairment, where the pregnancy is the
result of incest and/or sexual violence, or where the pregnant person was unaware of the pregnancy or had limited access
to sexual and reproductive healthcare and/or abortion services.
Restrictions on access to abortion would constitute a retrogression in rights and a barrier to accessing public health
services, which risks having a disproportionate impact on women and pregnant people in serious situations - such as
those who need abortions for medical reasons to safeguard their health, or who have experienced sexual violence or
trafficking and who were unable to access abortion earlier - as well as those who are already historically marginalized and
for whom access to abortion may be more difficult, for example, due to lack of financial resources.
We write to you, urging you to take a stand against any regression in the human rights protection of women, girls and all
others who can become pregnant. A first step towards this is to ensure that any public hearings that take place
regarding Bill #693 are objective, meaning that all interventions from a diversity of stakeholders are equally
heard, and subject to meaningful human rights scrutiny. This would help to ensure a suitable process is in place, and
avoid potentially grave negative impacts on the rights to life, health, and privacy of girls and women and all others who
can become pregnant.
International human rights law and standards require states to ensure access to safe and legal abortion to protect
women’s and girls’ life and health at all stages of pregnancy without discrimination. The Human Rights Council in its
General Comment 36 on the Right to Life has prohibited states from regulating abortion in a manner that runs contrary to
their duty to ensure that women and girls do not have to undertake unsafe abortions. As such, people’s ability to make
decisions about one’s body, sexuality and reproduction is at the core of gender, economic and social justice, and states
must not legislate with the aim to remove any human rights, including sexual and reproductive rights.
Sincerely,
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
In 1973 the US Supreme Court ruled that abortion was legal in the landmark case Roe v. Wade. In Puerto Rico, there are currently
limited legal restrictions on access to abortion, which can take place at any stage in the pregnancy when carried out by a doctor to
conserve the life or the health, including mental health, of the pregnant person.
However, a recently published bill would restrict access to abortion after 22 weeks, or when a doctor determines that the fetus is viable,
with the only exception being if the pregnant person’s life is in danger. This new bill has been proposed in the context of an onslaught of
legal challenges by anti-choice groups in the USA which seek to restrict access to abortion. In 2021 alone, more than 100 abortion
restrictions were implemented across the USA, according to the Guttmacher Institute.
Puerto Rico’s Department of Health and Department of Justice have both expressed concerns with the new bill, which among other
things, calls for the creation of a government registry of data of people who terminate pregnancies within the period in which the fetus is
considered viable, the justification for it, as well as details of the medical professional who practices the abortion, which could
undermine the right to privacy and confidentiality of people who choose to opt for an abortion or expose them or medical professionals
to sanctions or stigmatization.
Public health and social science research have demonstrated that time-bound regulation of abortion – or setting “gestational limits” may constitute an arbitrary and discriminatory barrier to accessing services, which has a disproportionate impact on the human rights of
women and girls. The negative impact of gestational limits on access to quality public health care has been recognized by the WHO.
For gestational limits to be human rights compliant they must respect and protect the human rights of women and girls and all others
who can become pregnant, including their rights to life, health and to bodily integrity and reproductive autonomy. Gestational limits can
deny people who need abortions access to services, disproportionately impacting those from poorer and/or marginalized backgrounds.
Health professionals can also be arbitrarily precluded from considering all medical and clinical options with the best interest of their
patient in view and there is a tendency to over apply the legal requirement of gestational limits due to the chilling effect they can have.
People who access abortions in the USA are disproportionally poor and low income. However, abortions in later pregnancy are quite
rare. In the USA, for example, most abortions take place early in pregnancy. In the USA in 2016, only 1.3% of abortions occurred after
21 weeks. Similarly, in Puerto Rico, according to a submission by the Department of Health, the majority of abortions in Puerto Rico
take place before 14 weeks.
Despite this, there are important reasons why some people will need abortions later in pregnancy, such as (1) when the pregnancy
poses a risk to health of the pregnant person, (2) where there is a fetal impairment diagnosis, (3) where the pregnancy is the result of
incest and/or sexual violence, (4) where the woman or girl was unaware of the pregnancy, or (5) had limited access sexual reproductive
healthcare and/or abortion services, or (6) if the pregnant person was in a situation of domestic violence or had been trafficked and
where their liberty or freedom of movement was restricted.
Puerto Rico’s Department of Health in a submission made on March 17, 2022 related to the bill, raised a series of other situations in
which a woman might need to access an abortion later in pregnancy, including if her body is still under development and if she has
never experienced a pregnancy before and has no understanding of how it feels, or if she is in pre-menopause and no longer expecting
to be able to get pregnant.
International human rights law and standards require states to ensure access to safe and legal abortion to protect women’s and girls’
life and health at all stages of pregnancy without discrimination. The Human Rights Council in its General Comment 36 on the Right to
Life has prohibited states from regulating abortion in a manner that runs contrary to their duty to ensure that women and girls do not
have to undertake unsafe abortions.
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