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An uneasy compromise: strategies and dilemmas in realizing a permissive
abortion law in Ethiopia
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Introduction: At the turn of the century, when the Millennium Development Goals
placed maternal mortality reduction high on the global agenda, Ethiopia relaxed its
restrictive abortion law to expand grounds on which a woman could legally obtain an
abortion. This radical policy shift took place within a context of predominant anti-
abortion public opinion shaped by strong religious convictions. Drawing upon Walt
and Gilson’s policy analysis framework, this paper explores the tension between
public policy and religious dogma for the strategies chosen by the Ethiopian Ministry
of Health and its partners implementing the new policy, and for access to safe
abortion services. Methods: The study employed a qualitative research methodology.
It targeted organizations that are key stakeholders in the field of reproductive health.
These included policy makers and policy implementers like ministries, UN agencies
and international and national NGOs as well as religious organizations as key opinion
leaders. The data collection took place in Addis Ababa between 2016 and 2018. A
total of 26 interviews were conducted, transcribed, and analyzed using the principles
of qualitative content analysis. Results: Our analysis showed that the implementing
organizations adopted a strategy of silence not to provoke antiabortion sentiments
and politicization of the abortion issue which was seen as a threat to the revised law
and policy. This strategy has facilitated a rollout of services and has improved access
to safe abortion care. Nevertheless informants were concerned that the silence
strategy has prevented dissemination of knowledge about the revised law to the
general public, to health workers and to the police. In turn this has caused confusion
about eligibility to legal and safe abortion procedures. Conclusions: While silence as a
strategy works to protect the law enhancing the health and survival of young women,
it may at the same time prevent the law from being fully effective. As a long term
strategy, silence fails to expand awareness and access to safe abortion services, and
may not sufficiently serve to fulfill the potential of the law to prevent abortion
related maternal deaths. Keywords: Abortion, Policy, Access, Silence, Ethiopia
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