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June 12, 2006

House Health Committee

c/o Rep. John White, Chair

Ohio House of Representatives

Columbus, Ohio

To the Ohio House Health Committee:

My name is Carol LeMasters.  I am the Chair of the Pro-choice Catholics Committee of Ohio Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice.  I am testifying today in opposition to H.B. 228 which bans abortion and criminalizes doctors and persons providing transportation or causing a person to be transported across state or county lines for an abortion.  I am testifying on behalf of the majority of Catholics who support legal abortion and the use of contraception to reduce the incidence of abortions.  

There is much in the Catholic tradition that supports the pro-choice position.   The official church teaching on abortion is not considered infallible teaching.  And an examination of core principles of Catholic theology reveals a tradition that respects the capacity of individuals to make moral decisions according to their own consciences. 

Catholic support for legal abortion is bolstered by respect for the religious freedom and rights of people of all faiths and no religious faith, by respect for plural and tolerant democratic societies and, most importantly, by adherence to the Catholic principle of standing with the poor and marginalized of the world who are disproportionately women.

Within this context, many Catholics worldwide support the right of all women to follow their consciences when deciding about abortion.
Catholics also believe that rights should be exercised responsibly, which includes personal responsibility for pregnancy prevention and society's responsibility to provide education, health care and economic security that will enable women to prevent pregnancy and have the children they want in a climate that welcomes all. 

Recent surveys show that the majority of Catholics in the U.S. support legalized abortion:

· 87% of Catholics support abortion when a pregnancy poses a serious threat to a woman’s health and 79% support it in cases of rape. (General Social Survey,Cumulative Data File,1972-2004)

· Catholic women have abortions at the same rate as women in the population as a whole. In a study of more than 10,000 women over the age of 17 obtaining abortions, 27% were Catholic. Catholics make up almost 25% of the population. (Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 2002)
· Less than one-quarter (22%) of Catholics in the US agree with the bishops’ position that abortion should be illegal in all circumstances.  (Belden Russonello & Stewart, 2004)

· Only 25% of Catholics believe that church leaders should have the final say on abortion.(Life Cycle Institute/National Catholic Reporter poll, 2005). 
· 58% of Catholics believe you can be a good Catholic without following the bishops’ teaching on abortion. (National Catholic Reporter poll, September 2005)

· A majority of Catholic women (52%) polled in a national survey prefer a hospital in their community that offers elective abortions to one that does not. (Belden Russonello & Stewart poll, April 2000)

Recent surveys also show that most Catholics support the use of contraception, even by minors, and the teaching of comprehensive sexuality education in the public schools:

· 96% of sexually active Catholic women above the age of 18 have used a modern method of contraception. (2002 National Survey of Family Growth, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention)

· Less than 2% of sexually active Catholic women use church approved family planning

· methods. (2002 National Survey of Family Growth, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention)

· 88% of Catholics are in favor of public schools providing sex education and 83% believe that information regarding birth control should be available to teenagers. (General Social Survey, Cumulative Data File, 1972-2004)

· 58% of Catholics believe that birth control should be available to 14-16 year olds, even if their parents do not approve. (General Social Survey, Cumulative Data File, 1972-2004)
· 93% of Catholics support the use of condoms to prevent HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases. (2002 National Survey of Family Growth, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention)

· 75% of Catholics believe you can be a good Catholic without following the bishops’ teaching on birth control. (National Catholic Reporter poll, September 2005)

We know that, before Roe v. Wade, illegal abortion resulted in gross inequities.  Well-off women were able to find safe abortions, while poor and marginalized women could not. Many resorted to unsafe forms of abortion—sometimes using untrained and unlicensed facilitators, but most often aborting themselves, in unsafe and unsanitary conditions.  These inequities would occur again if H.B. 228 is made into law. In addition, by criminalizing those who transport women, it would create felons of many family members and friends of women seeking abortions. According to the recent surveys cited above, most Catholics would retain legal abortion, without placing many restrictions on its practice.  (Note that a higher percentage of Catholic women have abortion than their percentage of the population.) To support H.B.228 goes against our Catholic belief in supporting the poor and marginalized in our society. For these reasons, we oppose H. B. 228.  

Because most Catholics support accurate sex education in schools and the use of contraceptives, we support H.B. 588, “Prevention First,” which provides for accurate sex education for youth and access to contraceptives, including emergency contraception,  to reduce the number of unintended pregnancies—and thereby the number of abortions.

Sincerely,

Carol LeMasters 

Pro-choice Catholics Committee
