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22 October 2010 


 Response to Consultation on Revised Guidelines on Termination of Pregnancy

The Royal College of Psychiatrists welcomes the opportunity to respond   to the revised Guidelines on Termination of Pregnancy in Northern Ireland.

The Royal College of Psychiatrists is the statutory body responsible for the supervision of the training and accreditation of psychiatrists in Britain and for providing guidelines and advice regarding the treatment, care and prevention of mental and behavioural disorders. 

The College has 340 members in Northern Ireland, including doctors in training.

Members of the College have a range of personal views on the general ethics of Termination of Pregnancy, and the College itself, both in Northern Ireland and in the UK as a whole, does not have a formal position.

The College is aware that the law on termination in Northern Ireland is significantly more restrictive than is the case in the rest of the UK.

The College is concerned to ensure that when psychiatrists are approached by patients who might be considering a termination, their professional decisions are informed by clear and comprehensive Guidelines. The College wishes to commend the Department for producing a document that appears to meet these requirements.

The College accepts (Para 3.2) that in cases of severe mental illness a psychiatrist is best placed to offer an expert opinion.

The College agrees (Para 3.4) that a General Practitioner or Obstetrician with prior knowledge of the patient and who is experienced and competent in making assessments, may be an entirely appropriate person to carry out an assessment.

The College agrees (Para 4.4) that where the mother's life is in danger, conscientious objection to termination is not justification for failing to act.
The College acknowledges (Para 5.14) that the law on the provision of information is 'a grey area'.  It is not entirely clear at what point providing factual information on termination services in another part of the UK, where the procedure would be entirely legal, develops into 'advocating or promoting' termination, which might be deemed to be illegal. The College is concerned that a psychiatrist offering advice to a patient in good faith might be subject to legal action, and we would welcome the maximum possible degree of clarification. 

Yours sincerely

[image: ]

Dr Philip McGarry FRCPsych
Chair
The Royal College of Psychiatrists in Northern Ireland											
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