
 

 

 

BACKGROUNDER 

Legal Voice and Planned Parenthood of the Great Northwest and the Hawaiian Islands filed suit to 

challenge a medically unnecessary Idaho law that requires abortion care be provided exclusively by 

physicians, which severely restricts access to abortion in the medically underserved state. This lawsuit 

seeks to expand access to abortion care and bring Idaho law into alignment with medical best practices. 

 

The physician-only restriction is medically unfounded 

A recent four-year, peer-reviewed study of more than 11,000 abortion patients published in the 

American Journal of Public Health uniformly confirms that advanced practice clinicians (APCs) can safely 

and effectively provide abortion care early in pregnancy. A new report from the National Academies of 

Science, Engineering, and Medicine underscored that APCs — like nurse-midwives, nurse practitioners, 

and physician assistants — “can safely and effectively provide medication and aspiration abortions.” 

Similarly, the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists, the American Public Health 

Association, and the Advancing New Standards in Reproductive Health program at the University of 

California, San Francisco all concluded that APCs possess the skills and training necessary to provide safe 

and effective sexual and reproductive health care services, including abortion care. 

 

Moreover, abortion is a very safe medical procedure. According to The Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC), abortion has a more than 99 percent safety record. In those rare cases when 

complications do occur, they are similar to those that may occur from miscarriage, which APCs treat 

every day. The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists and the Guttmacher Institute have 

all repeatedly affirmed the safety and necessity of abortion as a part of sexual and reproductive health 

care in the U.S.  

 

The physician-only restriction limits Idahoans’ access to health care 

The physician-only restriction is outdated and, in effect, diminishes the number of qualified medical 

professionals who can provide abortion care, thus preventing people from getting the care they need 

from qualified providers in their communities.  

 

Due to limited physician availability in the state, many Idahoans rely on APCs to meet their health care 

needs. However, Idaho law blocks qualified APCs from providing abortion care, despite their rigorous 

post-graduate training and extensive clinical experience. APCs already provide gynecological and 

prenatal care, including uterine aspiration to manage a miscarriage (identical to early in-clinic 

abortions), IUD insertions and removals, and cervical biopsies.  

 

The physician-only restriction harms Idaho patients 

Living in a largely rural state, Idaho women already face significant barriers to accessing sexual and 

reproductive health care services. According to the Guttmacher Institute, in 2014 roughly 95 percent of 

Idaho counties had no abortion provider. Given the already-heavily limited abortion access in Idaho, 

requiring physician-only abortion care—when many patients receive gynecological and prenatal care 

from APCs—serves only to reduce access to care without medical justification.  

https://www.guttmacher.org/state-policy/explore/overview-abortion-laws
http://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/pdf/10.2105/AJPH.2012.301159
http://www8.nationalacademies.org/onpinews/newsitem.aspx?RecordID=24950
https://www.acog.org/-/media/Practice-Bulletins/Committee-on-Practice-Bulletins----Gynecology/Public/pb143.pdf?dmc=1&ts=20181211T1312580511
https://www.apha.org/policies-and-advocacy/public-health-policy-statements/policy-database/2014/07/28/16/00/provision-of-abortion-care-by-advanced-practice-nurses-and-physician-assistants
https://www.apha.org/policies-and-advocacy/public-health-policy-statements/policy-database/2014/07/28/16/00/provision-of-abortion-care-by-advanced-practice-nurses-and-physician-assistants
https://www.ansirh.org/sites/default/files/documents/hwppupdate-june2014.pdf
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/new-numbers-show-abortion-related-deaths-still-extremely-rare_us_559d3516e4b0671af0a2032c
https://www.acog.org/Clinical-Guidance-and-Publications/Committee-Opinions/Committee-on-Health-Care-for-Underserved-Women/Increasing-Access-to-Abortion
https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/state-facts-about-abortion-ohio
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/reports/2015/03/26/109745/improving-abortion-access-by-expanding-those-who-provide-care/
https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/state-facts-about-abortion-idaho
https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/state-facts-about-abortion-idaho
http://www.nationalpartnership.org/our-work/resources/repro/bad-medicine-third-edition.pdf


 

Medically unnecessary abortion regulations, like the physician-only restriction, block access to safe, 

effective, and affordable care. They have a disproportionate impact on communities of color who have 

historically been denied access to quality health care due to systemic racism and discriminatory policies. 

They also harm communities with low incomes, because the increased travel times to reach qualified 

practitioners can require child care or unpaid time off work that many cannot afford.  

 

The physician-only restriction is unconstitutional  

In 2016, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Whole Woman’s Health v. Hellerstedt that it is unconstitutional 

for states to burden patient access to abortion without proof of a valid medical justification. The 

physician-only requirement has no medical or evidence-based justification, and unjustly singles out 

abortion for stricter regulation than other comparable health care services.  

 

We are confident the courts will recognize the medical, emotional, and financial harm caused by the 

physician-only law, and agree that it constitutes yet another undue burden on people who are trying to 

access the health care they need.  

 

CONTACT:  

Sarah MacDonald, Legal Voice: smacdonald@legalvoice.org; (208) 249-1253 

Andrew Everett, PPGNHI: andrew.everett@ppgnhi.org; (206) 702-4357 

 
 

Legal Voice is a progressive feminist organization using the power of the law to make positive change for women, girls, and 

LGBTQ people in the Northwest. Legal Voice uses ground-breaking litigation, legislative advocacy, and community education to 

fight gender oppression and injustice. More at legalvoice.org. 

 

Planned Parenthood of the Great Northwest and the Hawaiian Islands is the region's leading sexual and reproductive health 

care provider and advocate. The organization operates 27 health centers in Alaska, Hawaii, Idaho, and Western Washington and 

provides medical services and sexuality education for thousands of people each year. Planned Parenthood is a 501(c)(3) not-for-

profit organization and relies heavily on charitable donations to ensure our patients' ability to determine their own destinies and 

receive the health care they need. 

 

https://www.refinery29.com/en-us/2018/05/199491/abortion-restrictions-unconstitutional-medically-unnecessary-essay
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-abortion-regulations/onerous-laws-exclusively-target-abortion-clinics-idUSKBN1GH2SQ
mailto:smacdonald@legalvoice.org
mailto:andrew.everett@ppgnhi.org

