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Senegal at a glance
Population: 13.5 millions
Total fertility rate: 5.0 births per woman
Maternal mortality ratio: 392/100,000
live births
Modern Contraceptive Prevalence Rate Women in union: 21%
Unmet need in family planning - Women
in union : 25.6%
Population living on <$2 per day: 60.3%
SOURCES: ANSD & ICF International; Continuous Demographic and Health Surveys 2014,
2015; World Bank 2011. 2012 World Development Report.

Background
• Ratification of international laws and
treaties. E.g. CEDAW ratified in 1985.
• Yet, abortion is still illegal in Senegal, except
if the life of the mother is in danger, as
testified by 3 MDs.
• Since 2013, the “Advocacy Committee for the
Access to Safe Abortion in Senegal”, aka the
Taskforce, is actively working for a relax of
the abortion law.

The Taskforce
• Advocacy focused on:
–Community, in particular religious
leaders & youth
–Parliamentarians
–Media

The Taskforce organizing a workshop with representatives of the most influential religious families –
August 29, 2013

• Taskforce’s advocacy  Abortion is more
openly debated publicly. Even higher
authorities are starting to express possibilities
of change
• … but the voice of women victims of unwanted
pregnancies is not heard.

Study on women victims of unwanted
pregnancy following rape or incest

Study objectives
To develop better understanding of the life story of
women who experienced unwanted pregnancy
following rape or incest, by:
• Documenting the lives of women who have had an
unwanted pregnancy resulting from rape or incest;
• Helping develop arguments and advocacy
messages for a relaxation of the abortion law; and
• Providing evidence based research to the Taskforce
and to all who are interested in the topic to serve in
advocacy for a relaxation of the abortion law.

Methodology
• Partnership with 3 civil society organizations (CSOs),
members of the “Taskforce: RSJ, AJS and AFEMS.
• In-depth interviews (IDIs) in Dakar region with victims
classified in 3 groups:
• Group 1: Kept pregnancy and child lived for at least 1 year (RSJ).
• Group 2: Did illegal abortion or infanticide, got caught and went to
jail (AJS).
• Group 3: Had a dramatic health consequence or died (AFEMS).

• Funding of study: UKaid, through the Strengthening
Evidence for programming on unintended
pregnancies (Step Up) Research Program
Consortium.
• Funding of Taskforce activities: Hewlett Foundation

Group 1: kept the pregnancy & the
child lived at least 1 year
None really wanted to keep the pregnancy, but did
because of:
• Religious beliefs: religion bans abortion.
• Fatalism: destiny, God's will.
• Pregnancy already too far along when
discovered (beyond 4 months).
• Fear of the law.
• Fear of health consequences/death.
• Relatives’ decision.

Consequences
• Stigma (herself, and sometimes mother) by family,
friends, neighbors.
• Discrimination by family, friends, neighbors.
• School dropout.
• Resentment /revulsion towards men.
• Lack of affection for the child/rejection of the child.
• Shame /Family Dishonor.
• Physical violence from family members.
• Perpetrator denies being father/evades
responsibility.
• No financial support/means to care for the child.

In their own words…
"I stopped going out [of
the house] because
people called me all
kinds of names. When
I went out, people will
say: She is the one
who was raped “
(Student, age 28)

"The consequences are
many, I have a hard
heart, I suffered so
much. I have no pity …
Sometimes, I am mad
at my son, although he
did not do anything“
(Housewife. Divorced,
age 43)

Group 2: Did illegal abortion or
infanticide, got caught and went to jail
• Some victims did not want to admit during IDI that
they committed infanticide. Said the child was a
stillbirth.
• Victims who admitted the infanticide said they took
their decision right after birth. Reasons are:
– To avoid shame (to themselves and their family).
– Fear of being ridiculed by family.
– Fear of reaction of (migrant) husband.
– Panic.

Consequences
Prolonged detention /isolation.
Stigmatization.
Loss of income while in jail.
Temporary rejection : no visit by family during time in
prison.
• Ultimate rejection : no longer considered family
member.
• Family breakdown (especially when victim is in prison
and has children outside).
• Remorse of the act.
•
•
•
•

In their own words…
"One thing scared me: my
husband ... .that he found me
with a child who is not his … This
child was conceived and born
against my will. I would have
kept him if he was born alive.
But it is the day of delivery that
evil came into me ... I only
thought of my husband and that
he does not create me any
trouble. I was also afraid of the
family…. They can wait and spit
you right in the face one day. All
this could happen”
(Married, age 32)

"We are simply asking ... They
[the judiciary] help us and
forgive us in the name of God.
This will never happen again.
They help us in the name of God,
only in the name of God […] that
the law is lifted out of pity for us
to let us go find our children so
that what happened to us does
not happen to them, that we can
give them a good education
because I do not want my
daughter I left home to follow
my footsteps, because I know
what happened to me “
(Married, age 32)

Group 3: Had dramatic health
consequences
Case 1: Kept the pregnancy

Case 2: Did an abortion

When decided to do that?
As soon as she realized she was
pregnant

When decided to do that?
As soon as she realized she was
pregnant

Why?
• Religious belief
• Fatalism

Why?
• Fear (of parents’ reaction, of
dishonoring the family)
• Wanted to pursue her
education

Consequences reported
• Psychological disorders
• Failed school
• Shame/family dishonor
• Stigmatization
• Discrimination

Consequences reported
• Psychological disorders
• Failed school
• Pelvic pain
• Stigmatization
• Discrimination

In their own words…
Case 1: Kept the pregnancy

Case 2: Did an abortion

“… My father is a renowned marabout.
When I got pregnant, my mother took
me somewhere to hide me. I stayed
there with an aunt to care for me “

"I thought of doing an abortion because
my father is a very famous person... I had
to remove it [the pregnancy] because it is
a problem of reputation ... If a journalist
learned about it, it would have been
detrimental to my father and that was a
problem to avoided “.

“… Since this story, I'm sick ... I'm
being followed in psychiatry … It's true
that right now I feel a little better, but
the problems I experienced and my
disease, I do not want my child to live
the same thing... I will not show him a
face that will let him think that I'm not
well. That may trouble him “
(Businesswoman, age 37)

"I was 4 and a half months pregnant,
nearly 5 ... The problem was not the
pregnancy, but the abortion, because I
felt that there was a life ... I saw the feet
coming out so it was a human,. That's
what shocked me the most “.
(Student, age 20)

SENEGAL
“I do not want this child. I want to
go to school”
Prohibition of voluntary
pregnancy termination in Senegal
Publication by the International
Human Rights Federation et al
(including the Taskforce)

Victims’ perception of the law
• About half the women (7/15) knew about a
law forbidding abortion, but none really knew
its specifics.
• They mainly judged it unfair and with many
consequences (to women).
• They wanted the law to be changed.

Conclusion
• Current law contributes to victimizing women twice.
• Whether they keep the unwanted pregnancy or not, their
life is changed forever.
• Their family and the community at large are also affected
by the consequences.
• However, authors of rape/incest rarely face
consequences and trouble.
• Legalizing safe abortion will contribute to reducing social,
legal and health consequences of unwanted pregnancy
and unsafe abortion.
• Revision of the abortion law constitute a request by
victims. It also responds to a human and health rights.

Twice a victim!

Ideas. Evidence. Impact.
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