
We wish to acknowledge and
pay respect to the traditional
owners of the land on which

we meet – the Wangal clan of
the Dharug peoples.




We acknowledge the impact colonialism has had on Aboriginal peoples and
Country, and that this impact continues today. 



We pay our respects to Elders, past, present and emerging, 

and to Aboriginal people joining us here today.





50 Years of
WAAC
1972 - 2022

1970s



NSW Crimes Act 1900
Division 12 Attempts to procure abortion



82   Administering drugs etc to herself by woman with child
Whosoever, being a woman with child,
   unlawfully administers to herself any drug or noxious thing, or
   unlawfully uses any instrument or other means,
   with intent in any such case to procure her miscarriage,
shall be liable to imprisonment for ten years.
83   Administering drugs etc to woman with intent
Whosoever:
   unlawfully administers to, or causes to be taken by, any woman, whether with child or not, any drug or noxious thing, or
   unlawfully uses any instrument or other means,
   with intent in any such case to procure her miscarriage,
shall be liable to imprisonment for ten years.
84   Procuring drugs etc
Whosoever unlawfully supplies or procures any drug or noxious thing, or any instrument or thing whatsoever, knowing that the same is
intended to be unlawfully used with intent to procure the miscarriage of any woman, whether with child or not, shall be liable to imprisonment
for five years.



In 1920, the crown prosecutor called Annie
Turnbull (pictured in 1894) 'the worst woman in

Sydney'. She was charged with operating an
unlicensed hospital. The purpose? To perform
abortions. Annie appeared regularly before the
courts for abortion related crimes from 1985 to
1920 (when she was charging 10 Pounds per

abortion), including murder and 'using an
implement'. Twice sentenced to 7 years goal,

Annie was also ordered to pay fines of 50 pounds
on a number of occasions. Just as often, because
the testimony was  'hearsay', she was acquitted. 

NSW State Archives 'Collections'



Annie operated her 'unlicensed' private hospitals
in Newcastle, Maitland and Sydney, using several
aliases (such as Belinda in 1920, see photograph

at left) and changing premises regularly. 
Too well known to police to avoid scrutiny for
long, she was constantly before the courts. 
After being acquitted at a final trial in 1923,

Annie, now in her 60s, disappears from public
record for a time. She may have retired.  

The 'worst woman in Sydney' died in 1928 - but
her dubious title was soon being used to describe

Kate Leigh, Sydney's gangster 'queen' of the
1920s and 30s.

NSW State Archives Collections



Historically, the colonies that constituted pre-Federation
Australia prohibited abortion based on laws replicating 19th
century British criminal prohibitions. These had always
allowed the exception of “therapeutic” abortions performed by
doctors to save the woman’s life.
In 1938, the English case of Bourne (King v Bourne [1939] 1
KB 687) clarified the criminal defence of abortions performed
by doctors to save a woman’s life, broadly interpreted to
include psychological factors. The judgement confirmed the
authority of the medical establishment over abortion and was
understood as persuasive authority in Australian jurisdictions.

From: Still keeping women out: a short history of Australian abortion law By Kate Gleeson - The Conversation, 24/01/2013



The release of the oral contraceptive pill ‘Anovlar’ in
Australia on 1st February, 1961 changed women’s lives. 
Only available to married women at first, it was illegal for

the manufacturers (German pharmaceutical company
Schering) to advertise the contraceptive. 

Classed as a 'luxury', the pill was taxed at 27.5 per cent. 
Despite all that, women wanted the pill because it

promised freedom from unwanted pregnancy.
Unfortunately, the pill was not safe for all users, and

good consumer advice was often not available. 
In a popular move in 1972, incoming Prime Minister

Gough Whitlam abolished the luxury tax on all
contraceptives in his first 10 days of office, and added

the pill to Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme list,   
 reducing its cost to $1 per month.
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THE P I LL



1970s1970s1970s

Joyce Stevens OAM

Photo courtesy Susanne Martain, ISIS Creations
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Women's Abortion Action Campaign

(WAAC) demands:
Abortion is a woman’s right to choose

Repeal of all abortion laws

Free, safe abortion on demand

Free, safe contraception on demand

No forced sterilisation
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Another significant group at work in Queensland during the 1970's was
Women's Abortion Action Campaign (or Coalition). Branches were

established in all States of Australia and New Zealand by the early 1970's ...
Their aims were to promote the repeal/reform of restrictive abortion laws, to

promote sex education and family planning programmes and to oppose
rigorously forced sterilisation. 

1970s1970s1970s

Struggle For Choice, by Beryl Holmes et al, 1982

Australia-wide, they circulated an informative feminist newssheet... which detailed happenings around the
world and printed articles relating to female sexuality. Another of their publications, “A Woman's Guide to
Abortion – Why, How, Where”, was available in several languages and was widely distributed and used
throughout Queensland. W.A.A.C. was strong in Victoria and New South Wales and to a lesser extent in

South Australia, the three States that had more liberal laws. In Sydney, during International Women's Year
they organised a National Conference with leading French feminist lawyer Gizelle (sic) Halimi as the main
speaker. Initially, the Women's Centre at Red Hill was head-quarters for Queensland W.A.A.C. and most

of their members had liaison with other women's groups.

Gisele Halimi
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A survey conducted by the
Preterm Foundation in 1976

found that 7.6% of its clients had
attempted abortion before

presenting at the clinic. 

Abortion techniques in Australia: a history, by J Bird 1981
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?term=Bird+J&cauthor_id=12263459
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Vicki Potempa Margaret Kirkby 
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Susan Ryan AO



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s



1970s1970s1970s
SYDNEY — The Powell St

Clinic (Bessie Smyth
Foundation) in Homebush
in Sydney's west opened

in 1977 to provide a
service to women that

was different, and still is,
from many other abortion

services.
Green Left Weekly, 

27th May, 1998
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Jeanne Rudd,
feminist, WAAC

activist
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