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'm 14 and | need to

FIGURES reveal that the number of
abortions among girls of 14 and under rose
by 6 per cent last year. A ‘fast track’ service
at private clinics means they can have the

operation without their parents’ knowledge.

To find out how commonplace this is, the
Mail — with the full permission of her
parents — asked 14-year-old Ashleigh Bell,
who lives in Bromley, Kent, to visit a
number of clinics posing as a pregnant
teenager in search of a termination. Her
experience makes disturbing reading ...

OSING as a pregnant
teenager, Ashleigh Bell has
been in a central London
abortion clinic for barely five
minutes and already she is
being told she can have a
termination ‘within the week’.
‘There’s no need for us to inform your
parents if you don’t want them to know,’
reassures the counsellor. ‘It’s your choice.
‘Don’t look so worried,” she adds. ‘There
will be other girls of a similar age in the
ward the day you have your procedure.’
The cost of the abortion? Four hundred
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pounds. No overnight stay is required. In
truth, Ashleigh has no intention of making
use of this fast-track service. But when the
Mail decided to find out just how easy it is for
vulnerable young girls to terminate unwanted
pregnancies, she proved it can be
done with shocking ease.

Ashleigh lives with her mother
Nicola, 40, a primary school teacher,
and father Peter, 47, who has a con-
struction business. She visited a
number of clinics run by Marie Stopes
International and the British Preg-
nancy Advisory Service (BPAS)— the
two leading UK providers of abortion
services.

Each time, she claimed to be eight
weeks’ pregnant and seeking an abor-
tion without the knowledge of her
parents. And at the end of each con-
sultation, Ashleigh wrote down

It took just five
minutes to assess
her suitability

exactly what was said to her by coun-
sellors behind closed doors.

Her subsequent report makes
disturbing reading. Four out of the
first five clinics were happy to
arrange a termination for a fee. All
the clinics offered Ashleigh the con-
traceptive pill — again without
parental consent — to prevent future
unwanted pregnancies.

Yet none of the health risks of an
abortion, from infections to depres-
sion, were clearly explained. Instead,
the teenager was simply told to take a
leaflet from the front desk and read it
at home. Nor was 14-year-old Ashleigh
offered sufficient counselling.

The sessions lasted an average of 20
minutes, with one clinic taking just
five minutes to assess Ashleigh’s
suitability for a termination.

As Marie Stopes International faced
accusations this week that staff had
been offered cash bonuses at one
clinic in return for boosting numbers,
it would appear that the teen market
in particular is booming.

Under the 1967 Abortion Act,
doctors are able to perform abortions
on wunder-16s without parental
consent only if they can ensure,
through counselling, that the patient
is mentally stable enough to undergo
the operation.

But if Ashleigh’s experience is any-
thing to go by, the counselling on offer
is woefully inadequate. She was asked
only cursory questions about her
reasons for needing an abortion. The
fact that she wanted to do this
without her parents’ knowledge was
accepted without question.

The law also clearly states that the
signatures of two doctors are required
before the procedure can take place.
But as our investigation reveals, in
practice patients are required to meet
only one doctor. Another simply
countersigns the form later, without
ever meeting the patient.

Ashleigh was consistently told by
the counsellors she met that the doc-
tor’s role was to administer a scan and
clarify the medical details. They
would not make the decision about
Ashleigh’s suitability to go ahead with
the procedure.

Our findings have shocked Pro Life
groups. Anthony Oximic, of the
Society for the Protection of the
Unborn Child, is convinced that
vulnerable young women are being
rushed into making decisions at
private clinics. ‘Abortion is increas-

ingly promoted as a quick, no-fuss
solution to teen pregnancy in the
Government’s frenzy to cut waiting
times,” he said.

A spokesperson for the Royal
College of Obstetricians and Gynae-
cologists also described Ashleigh’s
experience as ‘disturbing’.

‘Young girls need guidance on how
to resist the pressure to have sex
before they are ready. Simply making
abortions easier to obtain is not the
answer.’

Both Marie Stopes and BPAS
stressed that their counsellors were
not breaking the law.
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IT’S lunchtime on a summery day and
Ashleigh arrives at her first clinic run
by BPAS. Housed in a tall Georgian
building, it overlooks leafy Bedford
Square, just off Tottenham Court
Road in central London. Ashleigh is
shown into a small room to meet a
counsellor, having made an appoint-
ment that morning by phone.

First, questions are asked about
who the father is. Ashleigh pretends
he is a 13-year-old boy in her class and
that she got pregnant after a one-
night stand. The counsellor is also
keen to know why she doesn’t want to
tell her parents.

When Ashleigh explains that they
are Roman Catholic and don’t agree
with sex before marriage, the counsel-
lor says she understands and asks if a
friend will accompany her ‘on the day’.

Just 15 minutes have passed and the
counsellor concludes that she doesn’t
see any obstacles to Ashleigh going
ahead.

‘I’'m sure the doctor will agree,” she
says.

‘You’ll have to wait half an hour so
he can give you a scan and get the
paperwork out of the way, but it’s
basically what you say to me that
makes up his mind — and I see no
reason why you can’t go ahead with
the operation later in the week.’

She then moves swiftly on to the
subject of payment, which will be
£400. It’s a considerable sum for a girl
of this age, but when Ashleigh says
that a family friend will pay, this is
deemed perfectly acceptable.

Before she leaves, the teenager is
told she can choose between a local or
general anaesthetic. There is also the

‘I felt their main
interest was my

money, not health’

option of abortion pills, which can be
taken over four visits to the clinic
spaced out over a week. The counsel-
lor confides this is the most popular
choice for teenage girls because it’s
‘less hassle than surgery’.

At the second clinic, run by Marie
Stopes, which is housed in a dark,
dingy building off the High Street in
Ealing, West London, I follow Ashleigh
into the waiting room posing as a
friend.

We are immediately ushered into a
small room where a woman ‘registers’
us. This is commonplace at Marie
Stopes clinics and involves taking a
£60 ‘consultation fee’ to cover the
counsellor’s time.

Minutes later, Ashleigh is called into
another room alone for her ‘counselling
session’. Marie Stopes, like the BPAS,
is a registered charity which arranges
abortions for women both through
NHS referral and privately.

She is gone just five minutes and
reports back that she has been offered
an abortion ‘within two to three days’
for £390.

‘It won’t be particularly pleasant,’
the counsellor had explained. ‘But if I
was in your situation, with my life
ahead of me, I'd do exactly the same.’
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