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A federally funded survey of 153
: Puerto Rican women in two poor Hart-
. ford neighborhoods has concluded that
- half have beensterilized. In some cases,
; women told interviewers they had
: signed consent.forms authorizing the
" operation without fully understanding

what they were told about it.
Officials of the Hispanic Health

percent sterilization among the women
surveyed could be in error by 5 percent,
either higher or lower.

" The officials do not accuse medical
professionals of coercing the women to
be sterilized and concede that there are
unanswered questions about how the
"surveyed women made their decisions
to undergo the operations.

Still, Council Director Maria Gonza-

Council, which conducled the survey,
* said the incidedice of sterilization in the
" two neighberhoods is much higher than

expected by council officials and attrib-

uted it to several factors, including a

lack of education among Puerto Ricans

about birth control and the public
" health establishment’s failure to make
them llzxanore aware of alternatives to
sterilization. '

. The rate of MMJQ&&

Rico, where the government for years -,
,encourage;l ‘1he-gpératjopsias a.means

of population control, "has long been 30

percent to 35 percent. Health council

officials said they had expected their

Hartford findings to be closer-to this

range. »

The margin of error for the survey is
-2 percent, meaning the finding that 53

lez believes the survey percentages in-
dicate that “too many Puerto Rican
women have been sterilized.”

The 153 women interviewed between
February 1979 and January 1980 were
randomly selected from. about 2,350
women who are adult heads of house-
holds or co-heads of households in the
Park Street/South Green and Charter
Oak Terrace/Rice - Heights neighbor-
hoods Their ages ranged from 17 to 65.

“The data” apparently constitute the

fust local statistics ‘on sterilization
within the predoniinantly low-income
Puerto Rican ¢ommunity. MNoither
"Hartford Hospital, which serves many

Puerto Ricans, nor the city Health De-

partment could provide comparable
figures, although the hospital said it

perforiis Tore Sterftization7
on white women than on blauks and Hl—
spanics.

Council officials and an academxc re-
searcher consulted mdependently said
the results are valid on i for the two

e 153 bt b 980l

been sterilized, most by tubal hgatxon a
tying of the Fallopian tubes fo prevent
impregnation, council officials said.

After the initial survey, 26 of the
women Were questioned a sécond time
in depth about sterilization. Eleven said -
they didn’t fully understand what the
operation meant.

Council officials said the women sur-
veyed had been chosen randomly, half
from one neighborhood and half from
fhe other. :

To-obtain the sample, ol’ﬁcxals said,

they first isolated:blocks :of housing
‘gnits ‘in_both" nelghborh
" high concentration of poo

¢ where- a..
uerto Rl—
cans live.

Canvassers then went door to door
and compiled lists of 600 to §00 Puerto
Rican families. The families; were as-
signed ‘code numbers, and {lie survey
sample was chosen using 3 standard

ount Higher Than Expected

surveying practice of palnng code
numbers with random numbers in a sta-
tistical table. The process assures ran-
dom selection.

Bilingual researchers hired from the
Puerto Rican community and specially
trained for the project did the inter-
viewing. The initial interviews' lasted
three hours each and were intended to
glean information on 280 factors, in-
cluding level of education, mental
health and birth control. '

Health council officials said the ster-
ilization data were obtained by asking
the women or, in a dozen cases, their
husbands, what kind of birth control the
family practiced. Fifty-three percent
— the 79 — answered that the women
had been sterilized. Many respondents

used -the phrase, “la operacion,” the
common Puerto Rican term for the tu-
bal hgatlon operation, council offlcxals

’ 'l‘he couricil then did separate more
" detailed one-hour interviews on steril-
ization with some of the women who
said they had undergone surgery.
Thirty-one were chosen for these ad:

See Half, Page A12




Half of City Hispanics in Study Sterilized
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ditional interviews, but. five were
dropped because their sterilizations
had been performed in Puerto Rico and
the council wanted to focus on condi-
tions in Hartford. - :

Of the 26 women questioned in depth,
22 had been sterilized at Hartford Hos-
pital, the primary hospital serving the
two surveyed neighborhoods,

Sixteen had been sterilized before
they were 30 years old. Twelve had two
or three children before they were ster-
ilized, nine had four to six children and
five had seven to 10 children, the health
council said.

Twelve signed consent forms autho-
rizing the sterilizations when they were
pregnant and three signed after giving.

birth or having ap abotr§ior, neil
said. bQT ,103 ngﬁ ‘
.- The survey iIS.part of a three-year re-
search project,on Puerto Rican health
issues, which the council is conducting
with funding from several sources, in-
cluding the National Institute of Mental
Health,,the Hartford Foundation for
Public Giving and Aetna Life and Casu-
alty Co. The council, founded nearly
three years ago, is lecated at 99 Main
St '

The sterilization data — the tirst of
the survey results to be announced pub-
licly — will be presented to a confer-
ence on Hispanic women at Fordham
University Nov. 10.  °

© Working with the council on the sur-
vey are two University of Connecticut
faculty members, Pertti J. Pelto, pro-
fessor of anthropology and community.
medicine and- head of the medical an-

. thropology program, and Stephen
Schensul, head of the divisionof com-

munity- health in the Department of.

Community Medicine.

The project is unique, the two profes-
sors said, because the research is being
done by a' community group, rather

. than by academics alone.

; - Ms. Gonzalez; who is ' formnef chair- -

woman of the board of La Casa de
Puerto Rico, a Hispanic advocacy
agency, and a member of the Greater

Hartford Process board of directors,

- said the researchers are not charging
the hospital with violating laws or regu-
lations. Most of the 26 sterilizations
took place before 1978 when new, more

stringent, federa} crleiogﬁggﬁt[ion

took effect. S
Of the 26 womien surveyed in depth,
13 spoke Spanish as their dominant lan-.
guage and had had interpreters present
- when they -signed forms authorizing
sterilization. Yet, seven told interview-
. ers later'that they had not really under-
stood what was happening, health coun-
cil officials said.’ : .
“Some didn’t understand the type of
operation they had. One didn’t know she -
- had a hysterectomy. Some didn’t under-
stand it was permanent,” said Ms. Gon-
zalez, ' .
Dr. Joseph Millerick, chief of obstet-
rics and gynecology at Hartford Hospi-
tal, said the hospital is committed to
having women know exactly what they

- health care system that is bilingual and

number of black, white and Hispanic -
"women sterilized. However, .Millérick

-?re doing when ‘they choose steriliza-
fon. .

He suggested, however, that some of
the women may be choosing steriliza-
tion because they don’t want more chil-
dren and later claiming ignorance
ylv_hen their husbands want larger fam-
ilies.

“That disturbs me because we come
out the bad guys,” he said.

Health council officials cited differ--
ent reasons. They said a major problem
is that many poor Puerto Ricans are
conditioned to believe that sterilization
is the only effective and trouble-free
method of birth control. _

This view derives in part from life on
the island where, for years, the com-
monwealth government promoted.
cheap and easily available sterilization
as a means of eontrolling population

.gr%‘gltf:;cil OQ&L 1153 f’ﬁ&ﬁ the |

health-care establishment — the hospi-
tals, the area health systems agency,
the city health department and family .
Elanning agencies— for failing to serve -
he poor adequately.. : -
Sixteen of the 26 women surveyed
had'tried the pill or an intrauterine de-
vice but experienced difficulties such
as bleeding or infection and eventually :
chose sterilization, health council «ffi-

‘cials said.

“None of the women seemed to have

the backup that.would allow them to go

back ‘to the clipic, for instance, and
have their pill changed” instead of be-
ing sterilized, said Peter Guarnaccia, a
UConn graduate student assisting with
the project. S .
“There is a need for a comprehensive

bicultural” and is able to serve people
throughout their lives, he said. “By the
time most of these women got into the
health system, all other options (on
birth eontrol) were precluded.” o
.- Health council officials said. they
hoped to use the new data;.not-only:to
prod the health establishment to pro--
vide better service to the poor, but also .
to educate the Puerto Rican communi-
tf' about key health issues, such as ster-
ilization. S s

They said their survey interviews
suggest sterilization has a long-term
adverse impact on the Puerto Rican
family and all the effects — such as ’
brpken homes — are not known. Analy-
sis of the data is continuing,

‘Meaningful local statistics with
which to compare the new health coun-
cil data could not be found.

Hartford Hospital was unable to pro-
vide a statistical breakdown of-the

said that moye white women than
blacks and Hispanics undergo the sur-
gery, reflecting the larger number of
v{'hites'in the hospital’s client papula--
tion. L

Increasingly, as.the Hispanic popula- .

tion has grown into the Unitéd States’s
largest ‘minority group, demographers
have establisheda separate cldssnfica-/]

tion — Hispanic — to identify members
of Spanish-speaking ethnic groups. Pre-
viously, Hispanics had been classified
variously -as black, white and some-
times ““other,” depending on their skin
color and who was doing the classify-

ing. , -

The hogpi ge igures
showing tﬂgg:[-eg% 11’- Ve years,
the number of tubal ligations per-
formed at the hospital has decreased
from 825 annually to fewer than 400,
bucking a national trend. Tubal ligation
is the most common sterilization proce-
dure for women. :

A 1976 poll of 8,611 women nation-

-wide by the federal government’s Na-

tional Center for Health Statistics
found the sterilization rate for all U.S.
women to be 19 percent. Overall, it
found the sterilization rate among
white women to be 18 percent; black

women, 20 percent, and Hispanic wom-
en, 14 percent. S

Rosalind Petchesky, who has a doc-
torate in political science and is -re-
searching womefl's contraceptive is-
sues as a Rockefeller fellow at
Columbia University, said the federal
data are flawed because they either un-
der-represented Hispanic women in the
sample or classified them as black or
white instead of Hispanic. .

In addition, she said that close exami-
nation of the 1976 national survey fig-
ures shows that low-income women in

.general — not just blacks or Puerto Ri-

cans — are most likely to undergo ster-
ilization,

For instance, she said, the national
figures showed that poor white women
living in the United States and ranging
in age from 25 to 84 have a sterilization
rate of 37 percent.



