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A judge has blocked an Arkansas order banning abortions during the COVID-19 pandemic (Photo: KATV)

LITTLE ROCK (AP & KATV) — A federal judge on Tuesday blocked Arkansas’ order preventing the
state’s only surgical abortion clinic from performing the procedure during the coronavirus
pandemic.

The decision came as health o�cials announced that at least 1,498 people in the state have
been infected with the coronavirus, an increase over the 1,410 reported a day earlier. Two
more people died because of the virus, bringing the state’s death toll to 32.
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U.S. District Judge Kristine Baker granted the temporary restraining order that Little Rock
Family Planning requested against the state. Arkansas had ordered the facility to halt surgical
abortions unless they’re needed to protect the life or health of the mother.

“The limited record supports the ... allegation that enforcement of the (order) against LRFP will
in�ict serious physical, emotional, and psychological injuries on LRFP’s patients by forcing them
to delay, or altogether forgo, access to abortion care,” Baker wrote.

The state accused the clinic of violating its order preventing elective surgeries that could be
safely postponed. Other states have used similar orders to restrict abortions during the public
health crisis.

“The state’s action had nothing to do with public health, and everything to do with politicians
using the pandemic as an excuse to violate the constitution and further their extreme agenda,”
said Holly Dickson, interim executive director of the American Civil Liberties Union of Arkansas,
which represented the clinic.

The clinic said 20 patients, who were not candidates for abortion-inducing medication, were
scheduled for surgical abortions this week, saying that ban endangers the lives of patients
because they may leave the state to seek an abortion elsewhere.

The American Civil Liberties Union �led the suit in federal court Monday on the clinic's behalf.

Clinical director of the clinic Lori Williams released this statement after the ruling was
announced on Tuesday:

"As health care professionals, the health and safety of our patients is our foremost concern,
and we are committed to doing everything we can to protect them, our sta�, and our
community while providing access to essential health care,” said Lori Williams, clinical director
at Little Rock Family Planning Services. “Even during a pandemic, pregnant people require
health care — whether it is abortion care or prenatal care and childbirth services — and that
care cannot be delayed until after the crisis is over."

Senior sta� attorney Ruth Harlow of the ACLU Reproductive Freedom Project released this
statement:
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“With this order, the court has ensured that essential, time-sensitive health care can continue,
and rebu�ed Arkansas’ attempts to restrict access to abortion,” said Ruth Harlow, senior sta�
attorney, ACLU Reproductive Freedom Project. “As leading medical experts have recognized,
Arkansas’ and other states’ attempts to prevent patients from accessing abortion care does
nothing to protect people from the virus. It just stops people from getting essential care and
forces them to continue their pregnancies against their will, which requires substantially more
health care resources.”

Family Council President Jerry Cox spoke with KATV after the decision, saying he believes this is
a bad ruling and goes against standards for public health during the pandemic.

"They had people parking in the over�ow parking, and there were a lot of people coming and
going over there at the facility," he said. "That’s just one example. If people gather in relatively
large numbers inside a small building, I think most people here in Arkansas would say that’s a
problem, that’s a health hazard." said Cox.

Many Arkansas o�cials reacted to the judge's decision Tuesday.

The attorney general’s o�ce said she would take “immediate steps” to have the ruling
reversed.

“Attorney General Rutledge is extremely disappointed in today’s decision to blatantly disregard
good public health guidelines and temporarily halt the Health Department’s directive without
allowing the State to be heard,” spokeswoman Amanda Priest said.

Lt Gov. Tim Gri�n released the following statement:

“This ruling is wrong and undermines the public health and safety of Arkansans by allowing
abortion clinics to openly �out Governor Hutchinson’s directive regarding elective surgeries
while thousands of other medical professionals are complying with the directive. I am pro-life,
but abortion rights advocates describe the decision to abort as a 'choice.’ That, by de�nition,
means even they believe abortion procedures are elective.”
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