Rebecca Gomperts – Women on Waves

The idea of a Dutch ship providing reproductive health services for women in countries where abortion is illegal came to Rebecca Gomperts six years ago. An articulate and passionate Dutch woman in her mid-thirties, she describes how she began thinking about this as a result of a conversation with a doctor in Mexico while she was working aboard Greenpeace’s Rainbow Warrior.  She was shocked to discover that abortion is illegal in Mexico and to see the suffering this caused.  When she returned home she began her own research and her findings galvanised her into action. Women on Waves was founded as a charitable organisation by Gomperts in May 1999

The concept behind the project is a simple one: performing abortions outside territorial waters makes it impossible for local judicial systems to prosecute either the abortion providers or the women who seek treatment.  The abortions are to take place under Dutch law which requires five days between counselling and the termination.  They will also all be first trimester abortions, performed by vacuum aspiration, an operation that takes 15 minutes and for which the Netherlands had a 0.3 percent complication rate in 1997 with no fatalities at all (compared to the 40 percent rate of complications in illegal abortions conducted each year around the world).

About 20 million abortions are performed under illegal and unsafe conditions every year and it is thought that approximately 70,000 women die as a result (no doubt a very conservative estimate as many deaths are not recognised as having been caused by illegal abortions).  However, the unseen consequences are also hugely significant.  Unwanted pregnancies can endanger the health of the mother – both physically and psychologically.  Where there are already other children and money is in short supply, both the new arrival and the other children can suffer.  The mother’s ability to work and provide for the family is also affected.  It tends to be women who do not have financial means who, in turn, do not have access to safe abortions and hence will try to induce an abortion themselves or go to someone who is not medically trained.  This leads to increased health risks and the possibility of hospitalisation and so traps women in a cycle of poverty.  If a girl is of school age that often signals the end of her education, therefore leaving her with fewer opportunities.  Gomperts’ sense of outrage is keenly expressed:  “The complications and consequences most affect those who have no money, but even in broader terms I think it is a scandal that women can’t decide what they want to do with their own bodies – whether they want to procreate or not.”

Abortions are illegal in most of Latin America, most of sub-saharan Africa, much of the Middle East and North Africa, eleven countries in Asia and the Pacific Basin and in Ireland, Poland and Malta.  (In many of these places abortions are permitted in order to save a woman’s life or protect her physical health.  In a handful of countries it is also allowed in cases of rape or of foetal impairment.)  In some countries, such as Chile and Nepal, women are imprisoned for having abortions.

Prior to 1869 there were no laws concerning abortion.  However, in that year Pope Pius IX outlawed abortion, declaring that the soul is present from the moment of conception. Earlier it was believed that the soul emerged at ‘quickening’, i.e when the foetus is four months old.  So for many countries the laws governing abortion date back to times of colonial occupation and mass conversion to Christianity. Women on Waves seeks to redress this balance by allowing local people in some of these countries to make their own decisions.

Contact was made between Women and Waves and local health groups and women’s groups in the countries to which the ship planned to sail for the pilot project.  As the launch date (in 2001) approached Gomperts visited these groups monthly in order to prepare the groundwork for the ship’s arrival.  She insists that they are not going anywhere where local women’s groups think that it’ll jeopardise their efforts:  “On the contrary, they feel it can really empower them.”

This re-empowering of local women in countries where legal jurisdiction denies them basic rights over their own bodies lies at the heart of the project: “What is very important is the fact that the women’s groups and local groups are the ones who are actually carrying the project locally – we’re just providing a platform for them to be able to make their voices heard.  And at the same time we are providing women who are in medical need the option of a safe and affordable abortion.”

By using a Dutch organisation to spearhead this project it raises the issue to one of international concern.  Abortion was legalised in most ‘developed’ countries between 1950-1985.  Interestingly, the Netherlands was one of the last countries to do so as it had long turned a blind eye to abortions.  However, it now has the lowest reported abortion rate in the world as a result of universal sex education in schools, accessible family planning services, the availability of emergency contraception and a non-restrictive abortion law.

The project in the Netherlands has received considerable support (the Minister for Development backed the project from its early stages), helping to outweigh negative reactions.  The pro-life back-lash has been hard-hitting, nevertheless.  Gomperts says:  “I am shocked by the fact that more and more anti-choice groups are starting to use feminist language.”

She gives examples such as the fact that they link breast cancer to abortion despite the fact that this has been disclaimed by the medical establishment. Gomperts views the press’s role as integral in helping to expose the myths that are being propagated by the pro-life lobby.

Funding has come from a variety of – sometimes unexpected -sources:  Mama Cash, a group of Dutch women who fund women’s initiatives worldwide provided an initial cash injection; a Catholic high school in Holland raised a large sum; and other women philanthropists in Holland and the US have contributed.  There is no government funding.

Despite the fact that they should be legally unassailable and will have legal advisors at hand at all times to protect those involved, Gomperts is aware of the danger of reprisals.  The Deputy Prime Minister of the Catholic island Malta has threatened to prosecute anyone cooperating with Gomperts should the ship stop there.  Gomperts says, however, that everyone who is involved on the ground with the pilot project is well aware of their legal positions and the risks they might be taking.

“Women’s groups feel that even if there is the possibility of reprisals it is a chance they have to take because they feel it is very important for them to stand up for their rights.”

In  order to protect the privacy of women who are seeking abortions, there will be two docking locations at every stop.  The first will be for the public and media and the second will be for women requiring treatment.  The ship will then sail the 15 miles or so – a one to two hour trip – to international waters.  While women usually only have to stay in a clinic one hour after termination, here women will spend the day onboard as the ship will only dock in the evening.  This will give medical staff more time to supervise them should any complications arise.

The ship will have a mainly female crew, including Gomperts herself, a female gynaecologist and a female captain.  She views this as “in essence an act of female solidarity.”  As well as having trained as an abortion provider, Gomperts spent a year at nautical school in order to learn about the sea-faring world for this project. 

The treatment centre, which was designed by Atelier van Lieshout, is, in Gomperts’s words, “an art work in itself.”  The aim is to make the clinic a friendly and comfortable place rather than an impersonal and alienating environment.  The ship will also be a forum for local artists’ and writers’ workshops. Gomperts says: “It is important to break open the whole debate (about abortion) and to approach it from a different angle – one of intellectual liberty as well.”

There will be a permanent sexual health exhibition on board and workshops will be run about reproductive rights and issues for local lawyers, health professionals, politicians, schools and anyone else who is interested.  Contraception – condoms and oral contraceptives – will be distributed and some screening of sexually transmitted diseases will take place.  However, as treatment of STDs is widely available all over the world such treatment will not be a priority.  Local service providers will be trained in the vacuum aspiration technique and in post abortion care.

Gomperts views it as crucial that all have access to education about sexual health, particularly the risks involved in unprotected sex, and perceives this as a crucial human rights issue: “Everyone has the right to education.” (Article 26 in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights)

Many of the other articles in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights also apply to this subject.  Women on Waves has had the support of United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), particularly that of its president, Mrs Sadik and of Hillary Clinton.  The UNFPA is very concerned with issues such as women’s rights and in 1979 adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women.

The project is unusual and ground breaking in a number of ways. The fact that it both advocates women’s reproductive rights and offers abortions sets it apart from organisations like Marie Stopes which just provide abortions.  By not charging women for treatment (although those who can pay will be encouraged to do so) Women on Waves also sets itself apart.  Gomperts views Women on Waves as part of a multilateral international effort to instigate a worldwide liberalisation of abortion laws.  The organisation remains open and unabashed about its overtly political agenda, at the heart of which is the crucial importance of women’s health as a fundamental human rights issue.
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(The ship made its first visit to Ireland in the summer of 2001.  It was unable to carry out any abortions there, though, as it had set sail without a Dutch licence to do so.  In June and July 2003 the ship made a visit to Poland where they were able to conduct the workshops, make terminations accessible to women and generally bring the subject to the attention of the Polish public and media.  Women on Waves’ three-week stay was extensively covered by the international media.)

