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New guidelines from the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) permitting searches of
women’s homes and personal data following a stillbirth have ignited a firestorm of criticism
across the United Kingdom. Opponents argue that the policy, intended to investigate
potential unlawful abortions, risks treating grieving women as suspects, eroding trust in both
law enforcement and the healthcare system.

Introduced earlier this year, the NPCC’s Practice Advice on Child Death Investigation
outlines procedures for cases where a pregnancy loss may involve criminal activity. The
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framework allows officers to seize digital devices, including mobile phones, and scrutinise
data such as internet search histories, text messages, and health apps like period or fertility
trackers. It also permits searches of homes for evidence of abortion medication, such as
discarded packaging, when credible suspicions arise.

An NPCC spokesperson defended the measures, stating, “Investigations are only launched
based on specific, reliable information from medical professionals or others, and each case
is carefully assessed by a senior officer to ensure proportionality.” Yet critics, spanning both
pro-life and pro-choice perspectives, warn that the policy casts a shadow over women
navigating the trauma of miscarriage or stillbirth. They argue it could deter women from
seeking medical help, fearing intrusive investigations during an already devastating time. 

The guidelines have also reignited calls to overhaul the UK’s archaic abortion laws, rooted in
the Offences Against the Person Act 1861. Legal experts and medical professionals
contend that these outdated statutes leave police ill-equipped to handle modern
reproductive health issues with the necessary nuance. “We’re applying 19th-century laws to
21st-century problems,” said Dr. Emily Harper, a consultant obstetrician, in a recent
interview with The Times. “It’s a recipe for mistrust and inconsistency.”

The controversy arrives at a time when public confidence in state institutions, including the
Labour-led government, is under strain. Many see the policy as another example of
overreach, with authorities intruding into deeply personal matters under the guise of
upholding the law. The NPCC insists that officers are trained to approach such cases with
compassion, but for many women, the mere possibility of having their private lives
dissected adds an unbearable layer of distress.

This debate taps into broader concerns about individual liberty and the state’s role in
regulating personal choices. As pressure mounts to modernise abortion legislation and
protect women’s privacy, the NPCC’s guidelines are likely to remain a lightning rod for
criticism, fuelling demands for a more humane and balanced approach to reproductive
health investigations.
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