
BUCHAREST: Kai, a university student from Bucharest, knew
her grandmother had two secret abortions during communist rule
in Romania. She thought times had changed. Then she was raped.
As the Supreme Court leans towards rolling back abortion rights
in the United States, an increasingly powerful conservative lobby
means that women in Romania are battling to find a doctor willing
to perform the procedure. “My expectation was you call the clinic
and you’re done. It was very scary because I was running out of
time,” says 21-year-old Kai, who only wants to use her nickname.

“The first I called advised me to keep the pregnancy, the next
two withdrew when they learned that it was a rape and the fourth
told me about the risks to my health,” she told AFP. Kai was three
months pregnant when she finally got an appointment at a public
hospital. It was nearly too late. She was approaching 14 weeks,
after which it is no longer legal to abort. Neither did the torment
end there. By the time the doctor started the procedure, she said
the effect of the local anaesthetic had nearly worn off. “It was the
worst pain I felt during my entire life, I was screaming, crying.”

Romania legalized abortion in 1989 as soon as communist rule
collapsed. In 1990, nearly a million abortions were carried out,
according to official statistics, three times more than the number
of births. But the number has since fallen dramatically. In 2019,
fewer than 47,500 were carried out. Last year the number was
just 31,900. As in other parts of the world, the coronavirus pan-
demic has overwhelmed Romanian hospitals, some of which are
providing emergency medical care only.

‘Very afraid’ 
While increasingly conservative Poland passed a near-total

ban on abortion earlier this year, EU member Romania has not
touched its legislation. It doesn’t need to. Around 40 percent of
some 170 public hospitals said they did not perform abortions,
according to a survey carried out earlier this year by non-profit
organization Filia whose work focuses on gender equality. Almost
a third of those questioned cited religious grounds for their re-
fusals. “Access to abortion is already limited... under the influence
of current conservative trends,” says Andrada Cilibiu of Filia.
Many state-run family planning practises have also been closed
due to lack of funding and staff, she adds.

Gynaecologist Ioan Placinta, an Orthodox Christian, works at
the largest public hospital in south-eastern county of Vrancea.
“Until 15 years ago I sometimes did around 10 abortions a day.
But now I’ve stopped because I’ve sinned enough,” the 56-year-
old told AFP. A spokeswoman says the hospital no longer carries
out abortions. Another doctor, Corina Bratu, who works at a pri-
vate clinic in Focsani, Vrancea’s largest city, told AFP that she
bowed to her husband’s wishes and stopped performing abortions
for religious reasons.

‘Girls believe in us’ 
Romania’s communist regime in 1966 outlawed abortion and

contraceptives, as part of dictator Nicolae Ceausescu’s plan to
strengthen the economy through population growth. At least
10,000 women died in the country trying to abort without pro-
fessional medical care from 1966 to 1989, according to historians,
while many others were left mutilated.

Radu Vladareanu, head of Romania’s Society of Obstetrics and
Gynecology, an independent body representing doctors, says

medics are not doing their jobs in refusing to carry out requested
abortions because of religious beliefs, even if allowed under the
code of conduct. “Those of us who lived in a dictatorship know
how important it is to fight for women’s rights,” he says. In a coun-
try with the second highest number of teenage pregnancies in the
European Union, dozens of women wait in a dark passageway at
the Polizu public hospital, one of the few places in Bucharest
where women can still get abortions. —AFP 
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Romanian women face 
uphill abortion battle

Coronavirus pandemic overwhelms hospitals

BUCHAREST: Girls wearing traditional outfits from the northern Ro-
manian region attend a protest against the anti-COVID vaccine pass-
port in Bucharest. —AFP 

US shutdown looms as 
lawmakers squabble
WASHINGTON: The threat of a US federal government shutdown
loomed larger Wednesday as lawmakers failed to reach a budget
agreement with just two days to go before the funding runs out. Con-
gress has until today night to come up with a new budget in order to
avoid a sudden stoppage of most so-called non-essential federal gov-
ernment operations, putting hundreds of thousands of workers on fur-
lough without pay. 

Various administrative offices, national parks, museums and dozens
of other services would see their congressional authorization to spend
money stop at the end today. During the winter 2018-2019 shutdown,
which was the longest in US history at about five weeks, security lines
at airports were even affected.

Despite deep partisan divisions, the majority of both Republican
and Democratic lawmakers hope to avoid a repeat of that scenario,
which could wreak havoc ahead of the holidays. But a handful of
Republicans, many of whom are supporters of former president
Donald Trump, are refusing to agree to the budget because they
say it would contribute to the imposition of vaccine mandates or-
dered by President Joe Biden.

In a statement Wednesday, the House Freedom Caucus asked
their Senate colleagues to “use all procedural tools at your disposal
to deny timely passage” of any budget agreement that funds vac-
cine mandates or their enforcement. Several Democrats expressed
their frustration at the partisan stalemate, especially as the first
case of the Omicron coronavirus variant was confirmed in the
United States.  —AFP 

High stakes for 
Honduras’ Hernandez
TEGUCIGALPA: Juan Orlando Hernandez faces an uncertain
future when his scandal-marred reign as Honduras president
ends in January, along with the immunity from prosecution that
the position gave him. His National Party (PN) presidential can-
didate Nasry Asfuera has conceded defeat to leftist Xiomara
Castro, who will be sworn in as her country’s first ever woman
president in less than two months. Hernandez, 53, told AFP ear-
lier this year that he intends to “step away from public life” to
write his memoirs. But US prosecutors have accused Hernan-
dez of protecting drug traffickers in exchange for bribes.

“He’s been under investigation since 2004... he runs the risk
that (the US) requests his extradition,” Ernesto Paz Aguilar, a
former foreign minister said. His brother Tony, a former PN leg-
islator, is already serving a life sentence in the US for drug traf-
ficking. “The general rule is that the United States doesn’t take
any measures against presidents,” said Paz Aguilar. “There’s no
formal accusation” in the US but “he was mentioned as a co-
conspirator in his brother’s case,” said Reina Rivera, an analyst
and human rights defender.

‘No laws’
Until recently, the US was a keen and close ally. While the

opposition and international observers questioned Hernandez’s
2017 re-election, the US was the first country to congratulate
him. Washington also saluted his efforts to combat drug traf-
ficking and he helped extradite several drug barons to face trial
in the US. But several of them then accused Hernandez of in-

volvement in the illicit trade. He denies that and insists the ac-
cusations are motivated by “revenge.” Should US prosecutors
launch a case, Castro, who branded Hernandez a “narco-dic-
tator”, would be unlikely to protect him.

“One way out (from extradition) would be if they open a
trial here... when a person has a pending trial in Honduras, they
cannot be extradited,” said Rivera. In a case that has since been
buried, Honduran prosecutors claimed Hernandez’s 2013 elec-
tion campaign benefited from embezzled funds. But the oppo-
sition has also accused him of corruption linked to the
acquisition of infrastructure and supplies to fight the coron-
avirus pandemic.

Hondurans don’t expect Hernandez to face trial, either at
home or abroad. “If he committed crimes he has to pay for it,”
said Kenia Maldonado, 32, a street vendor. “The problem is that
here there are no laws, no-one can do anything to him here.
There are laws for the poor but not for the rich.” Oscar Ed-
mundo Arzu, 59, does not think Hernandez will be extradited.
“How could he not realize what his brother was involved in?
But if the gringos (US) had sufficient evidence against him, they
would already have asked for his extradition,” he told AFP in
central Tegucigalpa.

Another option for Hernandez would be to flee into exile,
away from the reach of either Honduran or US justice “but his
options are limited,” said Michael Shifter, president of the Inter-
American Dialogue. “He is toxic and surely would be unwel-
come in most countries.” There is one place that he would likely
find a safe haven. “The strong relationship that Hernandez has
with (Nicaragua President) Daniel Ortega could mean an es-
cape from his complicated legal situation,” said Gustavo Irias,
executive director of the Center for Democracy Studies. Ortega
is a pariah in Washington’s eyes and the two countries have no
diplomatic relations. —AFP 


