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The Abortion Surge Engulfing
Clinics in Pennsylvania

Patients are travelling to the state from Ohio, Kentucky, and even Louisiana, but
how long will that option last?

By E. Tammy Kim
July 22, 2022

Illustration by Mikyung Lee

n December, a woman I’ll call Helen went to Preterm, a clinic in Cleveland,
to get an abortion. Helen is a thirty-five-year-old dry cleaner with short hair
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and a throaty laugh. She has spent much of her life as a caregiver: first for her
younger siblings, then for her four children, the youngest of whom is three.
Helen never thought she’d have an abortion, though she supported other
people’s right to choose. But when she found herself accidentally pregnant, at
nine weeks, she and her partner decided that it would be best not to have the
child. “The house is full,” she recalls thinking. She went to Preterm for the
initial consultation and ultrasound required by Ohio law—at the time, the state
allowed abortions up to twenty-two weeks—and ended the pregnancy.

Six months later, in mid-June, Helen learned that she was pregnant once again.
She and her partner still agreed that another baby would be too much. She
went back to Preterm for the consultation and ultrasound and got an
appointment for the abortion on June 25th. But the day before the scheduled
procedure, on June 24th, the Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade in the
case Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization. Abortion-rights
advocates in Ohio believed that the state’s “fetal heartbeat” law, which banned
abortions after about six weeks, and had been blocked by a federal judge in
2019, would soon be reinstated, but they expected the process to take up to a
month. Instead, Ohio’s attorney general, Dave Yost, almost immediately filed a
motion to have the injunction lifted, and the judge agreed. Within a few hours
of the Supreme Court’s ruling in Dobbs, Ohio clinics were prohibited from
seeing most of their scheduled patients.
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Helen was among those patients. The day Roe was overturned, she was at the
dry-cleaning shop where she works full time. “I knew nothing about it until I
got off,” she said. Later that night, she received a call from Preterm, cancelling
her appointment and telling her where she might be able to get care outside of
Ohio. One of the closest places they recommended was an independent clinic
in Pittsburgh, two and a half hours away, called Allegheny Reproductive Health
Center. Helen was desperate to find a new provider, and began to call around.
Right after Dobbs, Allegheny Repro, as it’s known, was receiving five hundred
calls a day, mostly from Ohio, yet Helen somehow got through. She landed an
appointment there for July 7th (further out in her pregnancy, but not too far),
and was lucky to have enough money and plenty of family support.

The night before Helen’s appointment, her partner drove her and their three-
year-old daughter to Pittsburgh, and they stayed in a hotel. Pennsylvania
mandates a doctor-patient conference at least twenty-four hours in advance of
an abortion, which Helen did by phone. On the morning of July 7th, her
partner dropped her off at Allegheny Repro, which is next to a child-care
center, in a gentrifying neighborhood. Helen passed through the security booth
and took a seat in the waiting room, bracing herself for a long day.

Compared with her home state, Pennsylvania seemed like a haven. But, hours
after Helen’s procedure in Pittsburgh, the Pennsylvania legislature took the first
step in amending the state constitution to effectively ban abortion, declaring
that “the policy of Pennsylvania is to protect the life of every unborn child from
conception to birth.” For years, Pennsylvania’s Democratic governor, Tom
Wolf, has vetoed increasingly punitive abortion measures passed by the
Republican-controlled legislature. Unlike ordinary state legislation, a proposal
for a constitutional amendment is not subject to a veto—nor is it certain which
party will win the gubernatorial race this November. If the Republicans take
that office while retaining their hold on the state house and senate, abortion
will almost certainly be banned in Pennsylvania, one way or another. In many
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of the states to which patients are flocking after Dobbs—Pennsylvania, Indiana,
Minnesota—abortion is an increasingly unreliable right.

n the days after Dobbs, the two clinics that had served Helen, in Cleveland
and Pittsburgh, became sad inversions of one another. Both were initially

overwhelmed with calls, but Preterm soon saw half as many patients, while
Allegheny Repro saw twice the usual number. The new statute in effect in Ohio
prohibits Preterm and other providers in the state from performing most
abortions after a tube inside the embryo begins to emit an electrical pulse,
which anti-abortion laws misleadingly label a “fetal heartbeat.” This
development happens at about five and a half to six weeks from a person’s last
period, or just three and a half to four weeks into the existence of the embryo.
The trouble is, it’s almost impossible for people to know that they are pregnant
that early. (Something resembling an actual heart forms at seventeen to twenty
weeks.) Before Dobbs, ninety per cent of abortions in the U.S. took place
between six and thirteen weeks.

Workers at Preterm asked patients by phone about the timing of their last
period and scheduled ultrasounds and abortions for as soon as possible.
Hundreds of Preterm patients who could no longer get abortions in Ohio were
directed to Allegheny Repro and the other freestanding clinic in Pittsburgh,
Planned Parenthood of Western Pennsylvania, and also to providers in Detroit,
Buffalo, and Chicago. Seeking abortion care became even more improvisatory
than usual. Maybe Detroit was closer, but Chicago might have an earlier
appointment. Allegheny Repro would perform an abortion at twenty-three
weeks, but P.P.W.P topped out at eighteen. Women in Ohio were also in a rush
to get contraception: birth-control pills, implants, a first IUD.

In Cleveland, the executive director of Preterm, Sri Thakkilapati, was on calls
every day, trying to figure out how to avoid layoffs. The exhausted staff, who
had formed a union earlier this year, held a Zoom meeting to review their
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rights to severance under their collective-bargaining agreement. (Before being
assigned to write this story, I contributed a hundred dollars to a meal fund for
Preterm staff.) In Pittsburgh, employees at Allegheny Repro worked thirteen-
hour days, and the owner, Dr. Sheila Ramgopal, planned a hiring spree. The
nearby Planned Parenthood clinic posted an ad for a patient navigator to assist
with the influx of people from out of state. Historically, the two clinics in
Pittsburgh have served the entire western half of Pennsylvania. Now they were
absorbing patients from Ohio, West Virginia, and Kentucky.

One morning earlier this month, I went to Allegheny Repro to witness what
Ramgopal and their staff had already named “the surge.” Ramgopal, who now
works seven days a week, had arrived at 6:30 a.m., an hour and a half before the
clinic opened. Petite and wiry, with a wrist tattoo and a partially shaved head,
they had slept just four hours but betrayed no tiredness. “This rapid turnaround
surge—we were not prepared,” Ramgopal told me. “We were prepared for West
Virginia, but not Ohio.” They walked me through a typical patient visit, from
the waiting room through urine and blood tests (which are mandated by
Pennsylvania’s Abortion Control Act, even though there is no medical rationale
for administering them) to ultrasound, abortion, and recovery. At one point,
Ramgopal paused to rescue a pill bug from the hallway floor. They carried the
bug in their palm until we reached a back door, where Ramgopal gently set it
upon the earth.

Ramgopal joined the clinic in 2015, well aware of the fragile state of abortion
rights across the U.S., and they purchased the clinic two years later. The
previous owner, Robert Thompson, and his colleagues, Morris Turner and
Robert Kisner, were Black obstetrician-gynecologists known for their
dedication to low-income patients. Rogelio Garcia II, the director of security
and safety at Allegheny Repro for the past decade, told me that Ramgopal
carried on this tradition while making a number of changes to insure the clinic’s
survival after Roe. In addition to increased family-planning and gynecological
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care, they expanded services to provide gender-affirming care, such as hormone
therapy for trans and nonbinary patients. “A lot of people thought Sheila was
paranoid. They were thinking nothing was going to happen, but now it’s
happened,” Garcia said. Most of all, though, patients need abortions, and since
the fall of Roe the clinics in Pittsburgh have stretched out their days to meet
that need. “Patients were already driving two hours. Now they’re driving four to
five hours,” Crystal Grabowski, a health-care assistant and a leader of the staff
union at P.P.W.P, told me. “There were people I had to refer to Chicago. Then
we got a call from someone in Louisiana who was like, ‘I’ll go anywhere. I don’t
care.’ It’s just a tragedy. It feels like a hurricane hit.”

The surge in patients extended to eastern Pennsylvania. In the Lehigh Valley,
Allentown Women’s Center saw its number of out-of-state patients double
within a week. This included “an overflow” from the Pittsburgh clinics, which
are five hours away by car. The Cherry Hill Women’s Center, in New Jersey,
just east of Philadelphia, is serving many more patients from Ohio, and also
from Texas and Florida. (New Jersey has fewer abortion restrictions than
Pennsylvania.) The vast northern half of Pennsylvania doesn’t have a single
clinic; patients have long relied on providers near Buffalo or Binghamton, New
York, instead. Should Republicans get their way in the Pennsylvania legislature
and the courts, the state could lose legal abortion altogether.

It’s unlikely that a new abortion clinic will be built in Pennsylvania anytime
soon, given the onerous, costly regulations on layout and construction, not to
mention the likelihood of harassment, or worse. In 1989, anti-abortionists
firebombed a previous location of Allegheny Repro. In 1993, they firebombed a
Planned Parenthood office in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. In 2018, P.P.W.P.
received a call warning that a man was threatening to use a stolen AR-15 to kill
the doctors who’d given his girlfriend an abortion. He was charged with making
terrorist threats.
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“I don’t think you can compare what’s happening now to pre-Roe days, because
what we have now that we did not have then is a nationwide, sophisticated,
well-funded group of ideologues out there who really do want to put people in
jail,” Sue Frietsche, an attorney at the Women’s Law Project, in Pittsburgh, told
me. “They really do want to yank doctors’ licenses and go after helpers. And
how fast they’re going to be able to do that and whether they’ll succeed and
where—I don’t know.”

leveland and Pittsburgh are similar cities in many ways: population size,
historic grandeur, post-industrial vibe. In both cities, the top employer is

a respected hospital system: Cleveland Clinic and the University of Pittsburgh
Medical Center (U.P.M.C.), respectively. These facilities wield enormous
influence in local politics yet, like many hospitals, have not been at the forefront
of abortion care.

Before Roe, hospitals saw many women whose illegal abortions went wrong.
The doctors I spoke with in Ohio and Pennsylvania had all heard older
colleagues tell stories of gruesome “septic abortions.” Despite the dangers,
illegal abortions were a popular mode of family planning. After Roe legalized
abortion, in 1973, the procedure became so simple and safe that it was left to
freestanding clinics rather than hospitals. On the upside, small, community-
based clinics were more affordable and friendly to patients; they were often
staffed by feminists and queer people. The downside of this separation was that
clinics were vulnerable to harassment and physical attack, and were left out of
state budgets. And powerful health-care institutions could simply ignore the
work of abortion.

When Ohio restricted abortion access after Dobbs, Cleveland Clinic expressed
alarm and stated that it was reviewing “out-of-state reproductive health
services” for employees. U.P.M.C. remained silent. There was no statement
condemning Dobbs or vowing to supplement the services of Allegheny Repro
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and Planned Parenthood—a striking omission, given that complex abortions
are often performed at U.P.M.C.

At the time of the Dobbs decision, the Pennsylvania legislature was
withholding a hundred and fifty-five million dollars in state funding to the
University of Pittsburgh over a sliver of research that uses fetal tissue from
elective abortions. That money was eventually approved, in early July. A week
later, more than eighteen hundred clinicians, faculty, and students submitted a
letter to the executive leadership of U.P.M.C. demanding that it publicly affirm
the importance of abortion care, expand abortion services, and refuse to
coöperate with law enforcement in the prosecution of patients, providers, or
helpers. When I asked U.P.M.C. for a response, a spokesperson sent an e-mail
acknowledging the importance of “safe patient-centric reproductive care” and
“the diverse views shaping this debate.” The spokesperson declined to say
which kinds of abortion services U.P.M.C. provides.

Allegheny Repro and Planned Parenthood have turned to the community for
support. On a recent weekend, a large group of volunteers wearing colorful
vests labelled “pro-choice clinic escort” stood outside the entrance to Allegheny
Repro, on call to walk patients to and from their cars and shield them from
anti-abortion protesters. Across the street was a row of Protestant and Catholic
activists: old regulars and youthful newbies who, much like their adversaries,
drew motivation from Dobbs. Members of the pro-choice crowd were styled
Lilith Fair or Bikini Kill, depending on their age. The evangelicals sported
thick Proud Boys beards or trad-wife dresses and yelled slogans dating back to
the nineteen-eighties. (“Abortion is murder,” etc.) One protester’s sign was
disturbingly up to date: “I am the Post-Roe Generation.”

Until late last year, longtime clinic escorts made up the core of reproductive-
justice activism in Pittsburgh. Then, as the Dobbs decision approached,
volunteers, new and old, branched off into the Steel City Access Network, an
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emerging network of drivers; the Abortion Defense Committee, a group that
focusses on mutual aid and street protest; and a training program for abortion
doulas. Already the need is overwhelming. Transportation, translation, child
care, food, housing, menstrual pads; most of all, money. As patients continue to
arrive from Ohio, funding will have to follow. The Abortion Fund of Ohio, a
nonprofit based in Columbus, has started giving grants to clinics in Pittsburgh
and other cities that are serving high numbers of Ohioans.

In Erie, two hours north of Pittsburgh, community organizers convened a
meeting in early July to shift their focus from their usual concerns (jobs, police
accountability, and housing) to the right to choose. The gathering, of more
than two dozen people, started with collective lamentation. A nurse confessed
that she’d never thought too much about access to abortion—until now. One
woman said that she was already having trouble obtaining a medication that she
needs for an immune disorder because it can act as an abortifacient. The group
discussed the prospects of the state Republicans’ constitutional amendment
against abortion and the need to get out the vote this fall. “Abortion is still legal
in Pennsylvania for now,” La’Tasha D. Mayes, the presumptive state
representative for District 24, in Pittsburgh, and the founder of the nonprofit
New Voices for Reproductive Justice, told me. “We have to understand that it’s
never been enough for our governor to be the sole safeguard for those of us who
need and want abortions and support abortion access in our state.” (The state
senator Judy Ward, who sponsored the bill to amend the Pennsylvania
constitution, declined to answer questions for this report.)

Between my first and last interviews with pro-choice advocates in Pittsburgh, I
noticed a change: early on, they were willing to talk at length about their work,
including driving women in from Ohio. Later, they asked that I anonymize
them, and refused to say where the driving was taking place, citing the advice of
counsel.
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In the main waiting room of Cleveland’s Preterm clinic, which has mint-
colored walls and large gray couches, I flipped through a binder titled

“Making Peace, Moving On: A Guide to Spiritual Healing After Abortion.”
Thakkilapati, the clinic director, recognized the often emotional nature of the
procedure. “People need to grieve,” she told me. “Never in my counselling of
thousands of patients did anyone ever say, ‘This is about bodily autonomy.’
People have a complex understanding of what’s happening.” Her words
reminded me of how thoroughly abortion opponents have co-opted the intense
feelings surrounding abortion. For the pro-choice side, admitting that some
people might have mixed emotions when they choose to terminate—including
sadness and guilt—risked bolstering the accusation of murder.

It was a gray and drizzly day, and a patient sitting across from me covered the
strip of her face not already hidden by a surgical mask and cried. A half-dozen
other patients, dressed in sweats and sandals, scrolled their phones silently,
waiting to be seen. Before anything was done, each of them would sit down
with a counsellor and go over a range of options. After Dobbs, there were far
fewer. “It feels completely different now,” Dov Nelson, one of Preterm’s
counsellors, told me. “Every conversation starts from a point of helplessness.”

Another employee of Preterm told me about her own complex relationship to
abortion care. When she was fifteen, she was raped while leaving the library.
Her mother urged her to end the pregnancy, but she decided to go through
with it anyway. That child is now a grown woman with three children of her
own. “I don’t believe in abortions for myself, but I believe it’s a right women
should have, and I’m here to protect that right,” she said. She described how
she once broke up a group of protesters who forced their way into the lobby and
linked arms, attempting to block access. “They tried it one time, but didn’t try
it again,” she said. She told me about a nightmarish local case that would soon
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become international news: a ten-year-old girl in Ohio was raped and, because
of the new state law, had to be driven to Indiana to get an abortion. (Yost, the
Ohio attorney general, questioned whether the case was real during an
interview on Fox News. Only after police in Columbus arrested a suspect did
he express sympathy for the girl. His office would not tell me whether it
intends to prosecute people who go out of state for an abortion.)

At Allegheny Repro, as happens at Preterm, Helen, the patient from
Cleveland, met with a counsellor before having her procedure. Nearly two
weeks had passed since she was initially scheduled for her abortion, and she
remained confident in her decision. The counsellor at Allegheny Repro, Chris,
went over Helen’s options anyway, in part because the state of Pennsylvania
required certain things to be said. Both women chuckled when Chris asked if
Helen, a well-practiced mother, needed information on how a fetus develops.

Chris reviewed the details of the procedure: Helen would be lightly sedated for
the five to seven minutes it would take for the doctor to remove the tissue. Did
Helen want anyone to hold her hand, make small talk, or play music? (No.)
Did she need a doctor’s note to show her employer? (Yes.) Did she want a
prescription for birth control? (Yes.) Afterward, Helen would be escorted to a
lounge chair in the recovery room. In the coming days, there would be some
bleeding, but nothing a maxi pad couldn’t handle. Helen could return to work
in Cleveland within a few days.

For the most part, Helen was reserved, speaking concisely and only when Chris
asked. But, at one point, she opened up about the fetus growing inside of her.
“This is what’s best for me. I don’t have the space, the mind,” she explained.
Chris nodded. Helen then addressed the fetus directly. “It’s time for you to
pack your bags. I love you, but you got to go,” she said. “Especially with the
way it’s working right now, we’re not even gonna let you come in here.” ♦
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The Last Abortion Clinic in North Dakota Gets Ready to
Leave
The Red River Women’s Clinic has thirty days to close on one side of the border with
Minnesota, before reopening on the other.

By Emily Witt
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The Dobbs Decision Has Unleashed Legal Chaos for
Doctors and Patients
Overturning Roe v. Wade put old laws—including one from the nineteenth century—back
on the books, and opened the door for new ones with ambiguous language and glaring
omissions.

By Jessica Winter

on-campus

The Abortion Debate Comes to Barnard
A meeting between an administrator and student activists—who are pushing for medication-
abortion access on campus—is heavy on frustration, modest on progress, and light on breaths
of gratitude.

By Naomi Fry
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The Complicated Life of the Abortion Pill
A French doctor’s invention and post-Roe America.

By Lauren Collins
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