
	In need of emergency contraception?

Call the Emergency Contraception Hotline, managed by the Association of Reproductive Health Professionals, at 888-NOT-2-LATE or 800-584-9911. Visit their website at www.NOT-2-LATE.com.
Planned Parenthood clinics also offer emergency contraception. To find health center in your area, call 800-230-PLAN.
To read "Emergency Contraception in Wisconsin: A Review" in the latest issue of the Wisconsin Medical Journal, visit www.wisconsinmedicalsociety.org. 
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Emergency contraception, also known as "the morning-after pill," has been around for more than three decades. 

It's a safe and effective way to prevent pregnancy after unprotected intercourse, and there are few side effects, studies have shown. 

Yet, chances are, your doctor may have never told you about it. And nearly half of the state's hospitals don't make it available, even if you are a rape victim. 

Sadly, this form of contraception is not widely prescribed or used, women's health advocates say. 

"There is surprisingly a lack of information," says Dr. Laura Sabo, an OB/GYN and a clinical assistant professor at the University of Wisconsin Medical School's Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology in Madison. "Doctors are not routinely talking about it with their patients." 

Sabo and her colleague, Dr. Sarina Schrager, are the authors of the scientific paper, "Emergency Contraception in Wisconsin: A Review," just published in the latest issue of the Wisconsin Medical Journal. 

"Sarina and I saw it as a good opportunity to discuss how (emergency contraception) works, how it can potentially reduce unintended pregnancies, how to prescribe it and have an opportunity to provide education," Sabo said. 

Emergency contraception involves taking a higher dosage of birth control pills – usually two to five pills depending on the type, after unprotected sex. It is most effective at preventing pregnancy if taken up to 72 hours after sex. 

As with the regular use of birth control pills, this method prevents pregnancy by blocking ovulation or fertilization, or by preventing a fertilized egg from implanting in the uterus. 

And it is the latter possibility that has left emergency contraception embroiled in the abortion debate, with opponents claiming it causes abortion because it may interfere with the fertilization process. 

"Emergency contraception is not a medical abortion," Sabo and Schrager state in their report. "It does not interrupt an established pregnancy defined by the (federal) Department of Health and Human Services as beginning with implantation." 

And in case abortion opponents were wondering, Sabo and Schrager's study was funded in part by NARAL Pro-Choice Wisconsin. 

Unfortunately, emergency contraception has been confused with RU-486, the controversial FDA-approved drug that does cause a medical abortion and is used to terminate pregnancies up to seven weeks, a Planned Parenthood official says. 

"Unlike RU-486, emergency contraception works to prevent pregnancy," said Lisa Boyce, spokeswoman for Planned Parenthood of Wisconsin. "And I think many of those who oppose abortion also oppose emergency contraception and have worked to facilitate a lot of the confusion." 

If Wisconsin women had better access to emergency contraception, Boyce believes the state could dramatically reduce the number of women seeking abortions. Last year, there were about 11,000 abortions performed in the state. 

"We could halve those statistics to 5,500 abortions, which is why we've been pushing so hard to improve awareness around emergency contraception and access to it," she said. 

On the state legislative level, however, advocates haven't had much luck. For three consecutive sessions, for example, the "Compassionate Care for Rape Victims Bill," has languished, never receiving a formal hearing. 

The bill would require hospitals to give rape victims information about emergency contraception and, if requested, dispense the medication. 

At least 42 percent of Wisconsin hospitals are not providing emergency contraception on-site to rape victims, according to a recent study by the Compassionate Care for Rape Victims Coalition, whose members represent 29 women's health and advocacy organizations around the state. 

"It's very scary," said Sara Finger, a coalition member and director of the Wisconsin Alliance for Women's Health. "I think the scariest idea is that Wisconsin patients are almost forced to shop around for comprehensive and compassionate care." 

The failed bill, meanwhile, has received broad support publicly, she added. 

"We know that there is large public support based on the success of our community public hearings and we will encourage a formal hearing in Madison and reintroduce the bill next session," she said. 

Women's advocates are hopeful emergency contraception will come out of the closet nationally, following last week's announcement by the Food and Drug Administration. 

The FDA said it would consider allowing the over-the-counter sale of Plan B, a brand-name emergency contraception drug made by Barr Pharmaceuticals that has been available by prescription since 1999. If approved, the drug would be kept behind a pharmacy's counter and women would have to be at least 18 to purchase it. 

"Whatever they decide to do regarding the over-the-counter status, we still need to increase provider awareness and encourage communication to patients about this important option," Finger said. 

Wendy Harris can be reached at 920-993-1000, ext. 526, or at wharris@postcrescent.com. 

