Denial runs through Lebanon

Reality contradicts Lebanese law an abarfion
Zahra Hankir, MOW Siaff

Abortion iz @ controversial issue in almost ewery society. Here | pro-life demonstrators gather in Paris on January 20, 2008, (4FF ¢ JACQUE
DEMARTHOM)

2o-vear-old Misring® (not her real name) panicked when she found out that zhe was eight weeks pregnant, fsid
fact that zhe waz not ready to have a baby, she was unwed, Fearng the conzequences she would face if her f
learned of her pregnancy, she hurred to see a general practitioner, whao referred her to a physician willing to
an abartion,

Days later, MizHne showed up at a private clinic, where the abortion was quietly and swiftly performed by a fer
gvnecologist, Before the procedure, the doctor tried to convince Misrdne to marry her bovfriend and keep the
Cistraught and in pain, both during and after the procedure, Misrine was made to feel like a criminal, With no s
groups to turn to, she began to see a therapist shortly thereafter,

Mizrine’s story iz far from unigue. She iz just one of many women in Lebanon, from all socio-economic and relig
backgrounds, who have had abortionz, Becauze there are no official statistics, it iz difficult to accurately estim
prevalence of abortions in Lebanon, &necdotal evidence and testimony from doctors, howewer, suggest that th
i= relatively widezpread.

Legal status

The Lebanese Penal Code of 1943 defined abortion as illegal under all circumstances., Howewer, a presidential ¢
pazzed in 1969 permitz curative abortion in cases where it is the only wavy to save a pregnant woman®s life, inw
the procedure can be performed even over the objectionz of the woman®s huzband or relatives (the woman, h
muzt give consent, unless she i= unconscious), Still, by international standards, the grounds for permitting abor
Lebanesze law are very strict,

For example, Lebanon does not permit abortions even in the caze of rape. According to a 2007 United Mations
world abortion policies, this iz in contrast to 84% of developed countres and 37% of developing countries, all o

have laws permitting abortion when pregnancy iz cauzed by rape or incest,

Bw lawe, any person who perfarms an abortion iz subject to one to three vears imprzonment, Wamen whao indu
own abortions or who allow for an abortion to be performed on them are considered to have committed a crin
be zentenced to six months to three vears imprAzonment. If a gvnecologist administers the abortion withoot cc
or zhe facesz at least five vears of forced labor, (Interestingly, penalties are reduced for all parties when an ab
performed az an act of honor.)



fcocording to human Aghts activist Lina Oszeiran Bevdoun, the state of abortion laws in Lebanon iz indicative of
broader fact that Lebanese law, in 2eneral, i= not progressing. In particular, he said that this iz true with resp
humanitaran law,

Doctors® ditemma

Dr. Haddad*, a Beirut-bazed gvnecologist who agreed to speak with MOW Lebanon on the condition of strict ar
zaid that unreported abortions, performed in secret, are not uncommaon in Lebanon, Haddad zaid that he perfi
procedure and also advocates the practice to those who are qualified, noting that hiz patients range from “vo
to “women who are marded but do not want children.” In the latter case, he zaid, many women azk for aborti
not inform their husbands, Adccording to Haddad, “*more gynecologizts - rather than some - perform abortions ¢
patients to thoze who do”™

Haddad described his own reasonz for choosing to perform abortions as a modest attempt to prevent ungualifi
untrained doctaors and midwifes from taking advantage of, or “butcherdng,” women seeking to terminate a preg

dbortion, given itz illegal status, is unmonitored by the state. &nd with no regulation, doctors are free to char
whatewver they want for the procedure, often extorting their vulnerable patients,

dnother significant problem stemming from abortion®s illegality, Haddad zaid, is that women have almaost no prof
against malpractice. With no professional oversight or safety regulations, many patients receive substandard ca
the risk of maternal martality, Mozt doctors do not keep any records of abortion procedures for fear that
documentation could be uzed against them, making it nearly imposzible to hold them accountable, Moreover, r
wiamen are reluctant to come forward with complaints becauze they fear that they will face criminal charges t
Haddad revealed that some doctors alzo “pay their patientz off* to keep them guiet when complicationz occur
after the operation,

Of course, many doctors do refuse to perform abortionsz, on legal and moral grounds. &nother gvnecologist wh
in the South, Dr, Youszef, zaid that while it iz not uncommon for women to show up at hiz clinic asking for abo
refuses to adminizter the procedure, Like many others, Dr, Youzsef's choice i= rooted in his religious convictio
not to mention that it iz stdctly against the law, Abortion i= @ dangerous izzue,” he zaid, “Anvone who dares ap
iz plaving with fire”

Promating contraception wie

#z Dr, Haddad observed, the abortion issue is inked to broader questions about contraceptive uze and genera
education in Lebanon, “There i= no answer to the question of whether or not actually conducting abortions is

the first place,” Haddad stated. “The only zolution is to promote the use of contraception and to raise awarer

nlike abortion, contraceptive use is not prohibited under Lebaneze law. & wide range of contraceptive optioi
readily available to conzumers, fhoreover, awareness and use of contraceptives have increassed significantly owe
fewr decades, But despite a measure of success, there 1= an urgent need to tackle the taboos =il avershadowai
contraception,

Though legal, Dr. Haddad said that the use of contraceptives is still “prohibited in the headsz of the people, Pe
azzume that unwed women do not have zex and that married women abwavs want to have children.” Though th
expectations mav be increasingly unrealiztic, Haddad zaid that they are a major factor in why “religiouz and po
figures would never allow for the anti-abortion law to be repealed,™

The importance of raising awareness about contraceptives was also stressed by Laval Azzad, a social worker at

Lebanon Familty Planning &szociation, a Beirut-bazed MGOQ, Tellingly, the organization does not directly address
of abaortion in its programs, despite being the countre’s leader in non-g2overnmental family planning serdces,

“The society we live in does not accept it,” said Assad, Although she recognizes the importance of the iszue o
fzzad nevertheless explained that, “as an organization, we can't at all get intaoit™

Nk af Fhe shadous



It i= not unusual in Lebanon for civil society to fill 3 woid left by the state, But in the case of abaortion, it i not
state that iz abzent. The legal status of abortion and the zocial taboos surrounding it have frightened off civil =
actors az well, f&s a result, the difficult questions raized by the issue remain unreszolved, and countless women
abortionz, left with little suppaort or protection and no regulation, continue to suffer from extortion and malpr

But it iz not only the state and civil society that need to face facts, The conzpicuous absence of any debate o
iz evidence that the Lebanesze population, too, is shutting itz collective eves, The abortion issue urgently neec
brought out into the open, =0 a solution can be found that best balances the need to protect women with res
the country’s traditions,

Urmwanted pregnancies occur in Lebanon, That iz simply reality, If the state and society want to keep abortion
without jeopardizing the well-being of Lebanese women, they need to give them other options, This means, fou
abolishing all legal protections for the perpetrators of zo-called *honor crimes,” developing a stronger support
and zhelter network for unwed mothers, and promoting adoption az an alternative to abortion.

#z Haddad and Azsad streszed, the best zolution is reducing the number of unwanted pregnancies in the first
thiz end, Lebanese society muzt work to break down lingering taboos around contraceptive uze and sex educa
for thiz strategy to succeed, women and men - and particularly voung people - will have to be provided with fa
access to family planning and zexual health zervices,

Living in denial will not make the problem of abortion go awaw; on the contrary, it will only exacerbate it, &z m
the dutv of the state to ensure that Lebanese women are protected, rather than victimized, by the law, it iz a
own responzibility to bring the debate on thiz highly zensitive subject out of the shadows,



