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Grounds on which abortion is permitted: 

To save the life of the woman
Yes
To preserve physical health
No

To preserve mental health
No

Rape or incest
No

Foetal impairment
No

Economic or social reasons
No

Available on request
No

Additional requirements:
Authorization of an abortion requires consultation with a panel of professionals.


Government view on fertility level:
Too high

Government intervention concerning fertility level:
To lower

Government policy on contraceptive use:
Direct support provided

Percentage of currently married women using

 
modern contraception (aged 15-44, 1998):
28

Total fertility rate (1995-2000):
3.6

Age-specific fertility rate (per 1,000 women aged 15-19, 1995-2000):
43

Government has expressed particular concern about:

Morbidity and mortality resulting from induced abortion
Yes

Complications of childbearing and childbirth
Yes

Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live births, 1990):

National
280

South-eastern Asia
440

Female life expectancy at birth (1995-2000):
70.2


BACKGROUND

      Abortion in the Philippines is generally illegal. Under the abortion provisions of the Revised Penal Code of 1930, as amended, a person who intentionally causes an abortion with the consent of the pregnant woman is subject to a penalty of prison correccional (i.e., imprisonment for from six months to six years) in its medium or maximum period. A physician or midwife who causes or assists in the performance of an abortion is subject to the maximum period of this penalty, as well as suspension from the right to follow a profession. A woman performing an abortion on herself to conceal her dishonour is subject to the minimum or medium period of this penalty.  A person performing an abortion without the consent of the pregnant woman is subject to a penalty of prison major (i.e., 6-12 years’ imprisonment).

Although the Penal Code does not list specific exceptions to the general prohibition on abortion, under the general criminal law principles of necessity as set forth in article 11(4) of the Code, an abortion may be legally performed to save the pregnant woman’s life.

In addition to these provisions, the Constitution of 1987 provides that the State “shall equally protect the life of the mother and the life of the unborn from conception”. This provision reinforces the provision contained in a Presidential Decree of 1975 establishing the Child and Youth Welfare Code, which stipulates that a child has the dignity and worth of a human being from the moment of conception and has the right to be born well.  

Despite the severity of the law, abortion appears to be widely practised in the Philippines as a means of birth control and is rarely prosecuted. The International Planned Parenthood Federation reports estimates ranging from 155,000 to 750,000 induced abortions per year. However, illegal abortion is performed in a climate of fear and shame resulting from strong cultural, religious and legal prohibitions.  Surveys indicate that women resorting to abortion are often from economically disadvantaged groups and take this step because they are unable to provide for another child.  Surveys also indicate a high incidence of repeat abortion. In a context of poor health conditions and widespread malnutrition, and where some 76 per cent of deliveries occur at home and only 21 per cent are attended by a physician, induced abortions are poorly performed and result in high maternal mortality and morbidity. The maternal mortality ratio was estimated at 280 deaths per 100,000 live births in 1990.  Hospital surveys have found that about one third of maternal deaths occurring in hospitals can be attributed to induced abortion. 

The Government of the Philippines is greatly concerned about the high incidence of induced abortion and hopes to reduce illegal abortion through an expansion of family planning activities and through information, education and communication services.  As early as 1972, the Revised Population Act referred to abortion as an unacceptable method of birth control, which should be discouraged and prevented. In 1988, a Presidential Proclamation on the Respect and Care for Life Week emphasized the constitutional provision that the State has an obligation to protect the life of the unborn from conception.  

The Philippines’ total fertility rate has declined in the last ten years, from a 1985-1990 rate of 4.3 children per woman to a 1995-2000 rate of 3.6. The Government seeks to lower the fertility level on an ongoing basis. The national family planning programme in the Philippines has encountered many obstacles. 

Contraceptive use is relatively low and has grown slowly. The modern contraceptive prevalence rate was estimated to be 22 per cent in 1988 and 28 per cent a decade later, in 1998. Access to family planning services is limited and adequate services are often unavailable. Indeed, after a first phase of expansion in the 1970s, the national family planning programme was largely neglected; and as of 1992, only about 2 per cent of field personnel in the Department of Health had been trained to provide family planning services. Moreover, according to the Republic Act of 1966, contraceptives can be sold only in licensed pharmacies and can only be purchased with a prescription from a qualified physician. Many women cannot afford contraceptives, and many encounter difficulties in obtaining access to Government-dispensed supplies.

In 1990, the Government launched a new family planning programme and established a number of incentives, including tax exemptions for couples that limited their family size to two children. However, the family planning programme encountered strong opposition from the Catholic Church. Following a series of negotiations, the Catholic Bishops Conference of the Philippines sanctioned in 1990 the government policy of providing support for artificial methods of contraception (the condom, the pill and the intrauterine device, as well as sterilization) in exchange for the Government’s commitment to promote natural methods of family planning. However, in 1993, the Church denounced the new Government’s plan to expand the national family planning programme.  Following some government concessions, the programme was launched, but the Catholic Bishops Conference once again voiced its opposition and called for a boycott by health practitioners.  

In implementation of the ICPD Programme of Action, the Government created the Philippine Reproductive Health Programme in 1998 to deliver ten different services as part of a comprehensive reproductive health service package, including family planning, maternal and child health, and prevention and management of abortion complications. The accessibility and delivery of health services continues to be the main challenge in this nation of 880 inhabited islands.
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