What is the Helms Amendment?

The Helms Amendment is an anti-abortion policy that restricts U.S. foreign assistance funds
from being used for abortion services as a method of family planning.' The policy has been
in effect ever since it was introduced in 1973 as a legislative reaction to the U.S. Supreme
Court’s Roe v. Wade decision. The amendment has been consistently overinterpreted by
policymakers as an outright ban on any abortion-related services and information, even

in cases of rape, incest, or a life-threatening pregnancy and in countries where abortion

is legal.? Congress must repeal the Helms Amendment to prevent further harm to global
reproductive health.

What is it?
An anti-abortion policy that restricts the use of U.S.
foreign assistance funds for abortion services as a
method of family planning.

Why is it Important?

The Helms Amendment imposes U.S. political views
on abortion over sovereign nations’ health policies.
The policy restricts access to safe and legal
abortion care to people living in low- and middle-
income countries.

What Needs to Happen?

Congress must pass the Abortion is Health Care
Everywhere Act to repeal the Helms Amendment.
This bill would ensure that U.S. foreign aid can be
used to provide comprehensive reproductive health
services, including safe and legal abortion,

in countries where abortion is legal.
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Silencing Aid: What is the Helms Amendment?

Helms Amendment Limits Global
Reproductive Health Care

The Helms Amendment has been restricting
access to comprehensive reproductive health
care globally for more than 50 years. The policy,
which is renewed annually as part of the State
and Foreign Operations Appropriations bill,
blocks all U.S. foreign aid from funding abortion
as a method of family planning or to motivate
or coerce any person to practice abortions.
Though only intended to apply to abortion “as
a means of family planning,” the amendment is
often broadly interpreted as a near-total ban

of abortion—even in cases of rape, incest, or
medical emergency.’

The policy was first introduced by Senator
Jesse Helms (R-NC) in 1973 as an amendment
to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, following
the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Roe v.
Wade.* This landmark decision, which was
overturned in 2022, spurred an unprecedented
number of restrictive abortion measures both
domestically and globally starting with the
Helms Amendment.
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U.S. Supreme Court
rules that abortion is a
constitutional right in

Roe v. Wade.

U.S. Congress
passes the
Siljander
Amendment,
which forbids
the use of funds
to lobby for or
against changes
in abortion laws.

U.S. Congress passes
the Helms Amendment
at the end of 1973,
which restricts all U.S.

foreign assistance
funds from funding
abortion as a method
of family planning or
to motivate or coerce
any person to practice
abortions.

The United States is the largest bilateral donor for
family planning and reproductive health in the world
with millions of people relying on U.S. funding for
access to necessary reproductive healthcare. The
Helms Amendment is a major barrier to realizing
global sexual and reproductive health and rights.
U.S. Congress must pass the Abortion is Healthcare
Everywhere Act and permanently repeal the Helms
Amendment to ensure global gender equality and
reproductive rights.

Helms Amendment’s Impact
on Global Health Endures

The Helms Amendment exacerbates existing health
inequities and fragments health services by limiting
access to safe abortion care in countries where the
United States provides assistance. Restricting U.S.
foreign aid in this way contributes to higher rates of
unsafe abortions and increased maternal mortality.
The amendment also fosters stigma against
abortion and hampers efforts to improve sexual
and reproductive health outcomes globally. The
lack of clarity around the restrictions of the Helms
Amendment often invokes health professionals’ fear
about providing available services, even when they
are permitted.

According to an analysis by the Guttmacher
Institute, lack of full support for safe abortion from
the United States and other countries contributes
to more than 35 million unsafe abortions (abortions
either performed by people lacking the necessary
skills or in an environment lacking minimal medical

U.S. Congress passes
the Kemp-Kasten
Amendment, which
prohibits funding
any organization or
program, as
determined by the
President, that
supports or
participates in
coercive abortion
or involuntary
sterilization.
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The Helms Amendment represents the beginning of unprecedented restrictions
and requirements on domestic and global access to safe and legal abortion.

U.S. Congress passes the
Leahy Amendment. This
amendment clarifies the
meaning
of “motivate” in the
Helms Amendment,
stating that it does not
prohibit organizations
from providing
information or
counseling about all
pregnancy options
permitted by local law in
the countries where they
provide services.

The U.S. Supreme
Court overturns
the 1973 Roe v.
Wade decision.
Abortion is no

longer a
constitutional
right in the
United States.

standards, or both) that occur annually in low- and
middle-income countries.® If the Helms Amendment
were to be repealed, Guttmacher estimates that
each year there would be 19 million fewer unsafe
abortions, 17,000 fewer maternal deaths, and 12
million fewer cases of women with abortion-related
complications requiring medical treatment.® The
policy change would also have positive financial
implications, including an estimated net savings of
$641 million annually for the health system.”

The Helms Amendment also disproportionately
affects low- and middle-income countries and
marginalized populations—including people
experiencing poverty, BIPOC individuals, young
people, and the LGBTQi+ community—by limiting
access to necessary comprehensive reproductive
health care.®

Helms Amendment Represents U.S.
Overreach in Global Health Policy

The Helms Amendment represents a form of U.S.
political overreach that undermines reproductive
health and rights in other countries. The policy
reinforces colonialist dynamics by imposing

U.S. anti-abortion policies on nations that may
otherwise permit safe and legal abortion. Despite
global trends towards liberalizing national abortion
laws, the United States continues to interfere with
foreign governments’ efforts.® Within the past 50
years, more than 60 countries have liberalized their
abortion laws, yet the United States continues to
stunt progress with the Helms Amendment.”®
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What Can We Expect in the Future?

PROJECT 2025

Project 2025—also known as the Presidential Transition Project—is a broad vision for the United States
formulated by the Heritage Foundation and conservative activists. The vision proposes the continued
application of the Helms Amendment and enforces a complete ban on the use of U.S. taxpayer

dollars to pay for abortions abroad." Project 2025 interprets the amendment broadly to apply to

all abortion—not just abortion as a means of family planning—including in cases of rape, incest, or

medical emergency.

The United States must ensure full realization

of global sexual and reproductive health by
permanently repealing the Helms Amendment and
passing the Abortion is Healthcare Everywhere
Act. This legislation would remove Helms’ language
from the Foreign Assistance Act—allowing U.S.
foreign assistance funds for comprehensive sexual
and reproductive health care services abroad,
including safe and legal abortion. Recognizing safe
abortion as a crucial part of comprehensive sexual,
reproductive, and maternal health care would save
lives, improve health outcomes, and affirm global
gender equality.
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