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Tucked away in a nondescript modern building between a mobile phone shop and a branch of 

McDonald’s, Kristina Hänel’s surgery seems at first glance typical of countless GP practices 

across Germany. The plate outside the door gives only her name, followed by “Specialist in 

general medicine”. 

Yet Hänel, 62, from Giessen, a university town north of Frankfurt, is at the forefront of a 

protracted battle being waged in Germany’s courts, media and parliament to change 

restrictive abortion laws that date back to the Nazi era. 

Although about 100,000 women a year in Germany have terminations, the procedure remains 

technically illegal. It is permitted only up to 12 weeks, provided patients have mandatory 

counselling “aimed at protection of the unborn life” and then wait three days. 

Paragraph 219a of the criminal code, passed in 1933 shortly after Hitler came to power, bans 

the “advertising” of abortion. This has been interpreted as barring clinics from noting on their 

websites that they offer terminations, let alone providing basic details about whether these are 

carried out through medical means or by surgery. 

“The whole situation is completely absurd,” said Hänel. She sees the rules as the vestiges of a 

German view that a woman’s primary role in life is motherhood. This dates back to the Nazi 

era. 

“It does not result in fewer abortions. It just means that by the time women have gone 

through all this they have lost two to three weeks, which means the number of cases of 

complications rises.” 

Some counsellors — especially those provided by religious groups — are reluctant to provide 

the names of doctors who carry out abortions. In the southern Catholic state of Bavaria they 

are barred from doing so. 

Ironically, the most comprehensive directory of abortion practitioners is provided by 

Babycaust, a site run by a pro-life group that lists them as part of a process of naming and 

shaming. Reaching it means having to navigate through pictures of aborted foetuses and a 

text that compares abortion with the Holocaust. 

Anti-abortion campaigners— increasingly active since the mid-2000s — are in some cases 

religiously motivated, with funding from American pro-life groups, but are also increasingly 

linked to Germany’s resurgent far right politics. 

The Alternative for Germany (AfD) party is opposed to abortion, as part of a broader pro-

natalist policy calling for “larger families instead of mass immigration”. 



Hänel, who carried out her first abortion shortly after qualifying in the 1980s, has learnt to 

work within the constraints created by Germany’s approach to abortion which, she says, is 

also reflected in a failure to treat the subject properly during doctors’ training. 

She is a mother of two and a grandmother who was forced into the spotlight in 2017 when 

she was fined €6,000 by Giessen district court for “advertising” her services on her practice 

website. She had been reported by a pro-life campaigner. 

Although Hänel and other practitioners had been denounced before, this was the first 

conviction in a decade or so. The sentence was confirmed last October by a higher court. 

As a result of the media attention given to Hänel’s case, in March the German parliament 

modified the law to allow doctors to advertise the fact that they carried out abortions. But this 

did not allow them to provide details, not even the method used. 

Calls to strike out paragraph 219a were opposed by many members of Chancellor Angela 

Merkel’s ruling Christian Democratic Union (CDU), among them Merkel’s protégée, 

Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer, the party leader, who tweeted: “The protection of life, unborn 

and born, is of huge importance for the CDU.” 

The result is legal confusion. Since the law was modified, courts in Berlin and Kassel have 

come up with opposite rulings in apparently similar cases. 

Further uncertainty was created when the appeal court in Frankfurt, called to consider 

Hänel’s case, simply sent it back to Giessen this month on a technicality, neither confirming 

nor rejecting its findings. 

Hänel believes the only solution is to take her case to Germany’s federal constitutional court 

and then to the European Court of Human Rights. That could take several years and add to 

legal bills; supporters have already contributed more than €50,000 (£45,000) to fund her and 

other cases. 

Any clarification of the law will be long overdue, says Laura Sophie Dornheim, head of 

communications for a Berlin software company. Four years ago, aged 32, she had become 

pregnant. She was certain she wanted to start a family one day but “wasn’t ready for a child 

yet”. 

“I didn’t know if my partner, who I’d been with for three months, and I would be good 

parents,” she said. 

After talking through her feelings with her partner, friends and family, she decided to seek a 

termination. But finding someone to carry it out proved a challenge. 

“Getting some drugs off a random group on Telegram [a messaging site] is probably easier 

than finding a doctor who carries out abortions,” said Dornheim, who has since gone on to 

have a child, 

“I find it extremely important that women don’t have to justify their decision with 

professional and financial circumstances or their relationship status. I’ve never regretted my 



decision. I’m not proud of it but I am also not ashamed of it. I feel about it exactly the same 

way I feel about any other medical procedures I have had.” 

Hänel is continuing her work while her case winds its way slowly through the courts. 

Surprisingly, perhaps, her patients have included the daughters of pro-life campaigners — 

and in one case a woman whom Hänel had herself recognised from one of their protests. 

“She said that in her case it was a different situation,” said Hänel. 

“These people are against abortion in the abstract but when a woman — or man — are 

personally affected they become pro-choice.” 
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