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Grounds on which abortion is permitted: 

To save the life of the woman
Yes

To preserve physical health
Yes

To preserve mental health
Yes

Rape or incest
Yes

Foetal impairment
Yes

Economic or social reasons
Yes

Available on request
Yes

Additional requirements:
Abortion is permitted on request during the first trimester of pregnancy.  Thereafter, a legal abortion can only be performed for therapeutic reasons. A legal abortion must be performed by an obstetrician-gynaecologist in a hospital or dispensary.


Government view on fertility level:
Too low

Government intervention concerning fertility level:
To raise

Government policy on contraceptive use:
Direct support provided

Percentage of currently married women using

 
modern contraception (aged 15-44, 1993):
14

Total fertility rate (1995-2000):
1.2

Age-specific fertility rate (per 1,000 women aged 15-19, 1995-2000):
36

Government has expressed particular concern about:

Morbidity and mortality resulting from induced abortion
Yes

Complications of childbearing and childbirth
..

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

National
130

Developed countries
  27

Female life expectancy at birth (1995-2000):
73.9
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BACKGROUND

Abortion on request was first legalized in Romania in 1957. The abortion had to be performed during the first trimester of pregnancy in a hospital and the pregnant woman was required to pay 30 lei.  The Law was enacted by the Government for several reasons in order to protect women’s health and to support reproductive self-determination.  

In 1966, the Government dramatically altered its policy. Concerned about the low rate of population growth, it introduced a number of measures to increase the fertility rate. These measures made abortion legally available only in certain limited circumstances, restricted access to contraception, and increased allowances for large families.  Council of State Decree No. 770 of 29 September 1966 restricted abortion to the following situations: the continuance of the pregnancy posed a serious danger to the life of the pregnant woman that could not otherwise be prevented; one parent suffered from a serious hereditary disease or a disease likely to cause serious congenital malformations; the pregnant woman suffered from a serious physical, mental, or sensory disorder; the pregnancy resulted from rape or incest; the pregnant woman was over age 45 (subsequently lowered to age 40 in 1972 and raised to 42 in 1984); or the pregnant woman had given birth to at least four children that were under her care.

Except for abortions performed to save the life of the pregnant woman, a legal abortion had to be performed within the first trimester of pregnancy by a specialist in obstetrics and gynaecology in a specialized health-care unit, with the approval of a medical board. Women who obtained an illegal abortion, as well as the persons performing it, were subject to fines and imprisonment.

The sudden imposition of severe restrictions on access to legal abortion and modern contraception had an immediate if somewhat short-term impact on fertility levels in Romania.  The crude birth rate increased and the number of abortions declined sharply from 973,000 in 1966 to 206,000 in 1967.  However, the birth rate began to decrease once again in 1967 and reached the 1966 level (14.3 births per 1,000 population) in 1983.  Despite Government restrictions on abortion, the abortion ratio also began to increase in 1967, due in part to the existence of an underground illegal abortion network.

Sensing that its demographic policies had been ineffective, the Government of Romania commenced a new campaign in 1984 to increase the birth rate and  restrict abortion. A directive issued by the Central Committee of the Romanian Communist Party in March 1984 included systematic control systems and severe measures. In practice this meant that women of reproductive age were required to undergo regular gynaecological examinations at their place of employment.  Pregnant women were monitored until delivery, doctors were required to report all women who became pregnant and gynaecological wards were under continuous surveillance.  A special tax was levied on unmarried persons over 25 years of age, as well as on childless couples that did not have a medical reason for being childless. Investigations were carried out to determine the cause of all miscarriages.  

In 1985, access to abortion was further restricted. The age required for a legal abortion was increased from 42 to 45 years or older.  Similarly, having four children was no longer considered sufficient grounds for obtaining an abortion on request.  Decree Number 411 of 26 December 1985 provided that to qualify for an abortion, a woman must have given birth to a minimum of five children that were currently under her care.  

As a result of the restrictive reproductive health policies enforced in Romania between 1966 and 1989, maternal mortality reached heights unprecedented in Europe. The maternal mortality ratio rose from 85 deaths per 100,000 live births in 1965 to 170 in 1983.  Moreover, illegal and unsafe abortion was the major cause of maternal mortality, accounting for more than 80 per cent of maternal deaths between 1980 and 1989.  Furthermore, unofficial estimates suggest that nearly 20 per cent of women of reproductive age may have become infertile because, on average, a woman may have undergone at least five illegal abortions by age 40.  

On 26 December 1989, one of the first acts of the new transitional Government of  Romania was to repeal restrictive abortion legislation.  Shortly thereafter, it also repealed restrictions on sterilization and the use of contraception.  Romania, however, did not enact new abortion legislation until 1996.  Under Law No. 140 of 5 November 1996, an abortion can be freely performed during the first 14 weeks of pregnancy so long as it is carried out with the pregnant woman’s consent in a medical institution or surgery approved for that purpose by a physician. An abortion may be performed later in pregnancy if absolutely necessary for therapeutic reasons, according to legal provisions.  Abortions performed after 14 weeks with the consent of the pregnant woman are punishable by six months’ to three years’ imprisonment.  If the woman does not consent, the punishment is two to seven years’ imprisonment and the suspension of other rights.  A physician who performs an illegal abortion is subject to suspension from practising his or her profession.

As a consequence of this legal change in Romania, the abortion rate increased precipitously, while the maternal mortality ratio declined dramatically. The abortion rate rose from 39 abortions per 1,000 women aged 15-44 years in 1989 to 199 in 1990.  Although the abortion rate fell to 78 abortions per 1,000 women aged 15-44 by 1996, it remains by far the highest in Europe. The maternal mortality ratio also remains the highest in Europe at a 1990 estimate of 130 deaths per 100,000 live births. 

Since the revolution in December 1989, the Romanian Ministry of Health  and of the Family has made concerted efforts to improve women’s reproductive health and to reduce the incidence of abortion.  The implementation of a family planning and sex education programme and the manufacture of locally produced contraceptives are top priorities of the Ministry. However, in its efforts to improve and strengthen reproductive health services, the Government faces major challenges, including the need to educate the population in general and health professionals in particular about contraception. Because the policies pursued by the previous Government prohibited contraception, family planning and sex education, many Romanian women know very little about modern family planning methods and most believe that modern contraceptives have adverse side-effects. The modern contraceptive prevalence rate thus remains low, estimated in 1993 to be 14 per cent.  Moreover, because of a lack of experience with modern methods of contraception, many members of the Romanian medical profession have been reluctant to accept the safety of modern contraceptives, and many are unaware of the improvements made in recent years to certain methods, such as oral contraceptives. For the period 1995-2000, Romania’s current total fertility rate is estimated at 1.2 children per woman and the country has a negative population growth rate of –0.4 per cent.
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