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By PAM BELLUCK and ERIK ECKHOLM
Adding to their passionate opposition to the rule that employees of religiously affiliated

institutions must receive insurance coverage for birth control, Roman Catholic bishops and some

evangelical groups have asserted that it also requires coverage of some forms of abortion.

They contend that methods of contraception including morning-after pills and IUDs can be

considered “abortifacients” because, these advocates say, they can act to prevent pregnancy after a

man’s sperm has fertilized a woman’s egg.

“We object to the use of drugs and procedures used to take the lives of unborn children,” the Rev.

Dr. Matthew C. Harrison, president of the Lutheran Church — Missouri Synod, said Thursday at a

hearing of the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform.

Their reasoning is that life begins the moment an egg is fertilized, and that if a contraceptive has

the potential to prevent the implantation of a fertilized egg in the uterus, it is aborting a life.

“They can and do prevent implantation or can cause ejection even after implantation,” said

Richard Land, the head of the public policy arm of the Southern Baptist Convention, referring to

morning-after pills and citing medical advisers to his group. “IUDs emphatically do allow

conception and do not allow implantation,” he added.

Several scientists and doctors said in interviews that this view did not reflect the way the birth

control methods actually work. “There’s so much evidence for how these things work prior to

fertilization,” said Diana L. Blithe, director of contraceptive development for the National Institute

of Child Health and Human Development. “And there’s no evidence that they work beyond

fertilization.”

She and other experts said these methods are so effective in preventing fertilization that the chance

of an egg and sperm uniting is slim. If fertilization does occur, the embryo runs a high risk of not

implanting for natural reasons. While several medical Web sites, including some from government

agencies, raise the possibility that the morning-after pill could affect implantation, Dr. Blithe and

others said it had not been scientifically verified that the drugs work that way.
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One morning-after pill, Plan B, contains a synthetic progesterone that blocks ovulation, said Dr.

Anita Nelson, a professor of obstetrics and gynecology at the David Geffen School of Medicine at

the University of California, Los Angeles. Recent studies have indicated that women who take Plan

B after ovulation have a normal chance of becoming pregnant, and that Plan B does not prevent

their fertilized eggs from implanting, Dr. Nelson said. Ella, the other morning-after pill, delays

ovulation by blocking the body’s progesterone, she said.

She said that Ella was a hormonal cousin of the drug used in an acknowledged abortifacient,

RU-486, which is given to women who are up to about seven weeks pregnant and stops the

development of an already-implanted embryo. But the RU-486 hormone is a very high dose,

between 200 to 600 milligrams, whereas the Ella hormone is 30 milligrams, Dr. Nelson said. She

said that Ella had not been tested to see if it prevented implantation. But she added that the

RU-486 hormone at low doses acts only to prevent ovulation.

IUDs also focus on preventing fertilization. Both Mirena, which uses a hormone, and the copper

IUD impede sperm from getting to the egg, said Dr. Miriam Cremer, director of the global health

program in obstetrics and gynecology at Magee-Womens Hospital in Pittsburgh.

Thus many experts say it makes it no sense to call these contraceptives “abortion agents.”

But Catholic bishops and evangelical leaders say that if there is any chance that a method may

result in the destruction of a fertilized egg they will oppose it.
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