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By Joanne Tosti-Vasey

In 1973, a U.S. Supreme Court decision declared that women have a constitutional right to privacy and reproductive rights, including access to abortions.

This decision stated that “state criminal abortion laws … violate the Due Process Clause of the 14th amendment, which protects against state action the right to
privacy, including a woman’s qualified right to terminate her pregnancy. Though the State cannot override that right, it has legitimate interests in protecting both the
pregnant woman’s health and the potentiality of human life, each of which interests grows and reaches a ‘compelling’ point at various stages of the woman’s approach
to term.”

It then breaks down the “interest of the state” into trimesters. During the first trimester women, in concert with their doctors, have full control over the decision to
terminate the pregnancy.

During the second trimester, states can enact laws to “regulate the abortion procedure in ways that are reasonably related to maternal health.”

During the third trimester, states may “regulate, and even proscribe, abortion except where necessary, in appropriate medical judgment, for the preservation of the life
or health of the mother.”

Since that day, the right wing has chipped away at this right. Pennsylvania is one of the states that burdens women’s access to reproductive health. This includes
regulations that deny Medicaid funds for abortions, require a 24-hour waiting period after listening to a state-mandated script on abortion procedures and parental or
judicial bypass consent for minors.

Much of the increased restrictions on reproductive health emanated from Pennsylvania legislation and subsequent Supreme Court decisions such as the one in Casey
v. Planned Parenthood, which said that abortion regulations cannot create an “undue burden“ on the pregnant woman.

The 2010 tea party takeover of the Republican Party ratcheted up the attacks. In 2011, 92 laws restricting or regulating abortions and access to family planning
passed in 24 states. That’s a record number for a single year.

The Pennsylvania General Assembly voted 55 times in 2011 to restrict access to reproductive health. The very first bill the Senate voted on in 2011 was to deny
women who use the health care exchange the ability to use their own funds to purchase health insurance coverage for abortions, even for cases of rape, incest and
when the woman’s life or health is in danger.

In December 2011, the General Assembly passed and Gov. Tom Corbett signed a new law that requires abortion clinics to be certified as ambulatory surgical centers.
Even though there is little evidence that these types of regulations on these clinics make them any safer.

Similar bills are likely to be reintroduced this year in Pennsylvania.

Sen. Don White will reintroduce his health insurance ban. If this health care exchange ban becomes law, insurance companies will likely stop providing coverage to
the 80 percent of the public who already have full reproductive health care, including access to abortions, in their insurance plan.

We may also see a reintroduction of the “Whole Women’s Funding Priorities Act.” This bill would block organizations from accessing public funding for preventive
health services such as family planning and contraception, which in turns prevents women from getting the vital care they need.

The majority of voters — including those who consider themselves “pro-life” — want abortions to remain safe and legal, along the lines originally established in Roe v.
Wade.

And it is indisputable that people overwhelmingly support access to contraception.
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This is where you come in. If you believe that a woman and her doctor know best — better than any legislator who is not living in her shoes — then you need to
educate yourself.

As National Organization for Women President Terry O’Neill wrote in Friday’s issue of U.S. News and World Report, “We need to ensure voters are educated and
mobilized about women’s access to reproductive healthcare. That is how we will elect legislators who stand with the people, where the people already are — squarely
in support of real, lasting equality and justice for women.”

So monitor what your legislators are doing, educate yourself, speak out and vote.
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