Dutch Letters
By Christie Vilsack, Executive Director of The Iowa Initiative to Reduce Unintended Pregnancies

Highway 163 between my two hometowns, Des Moines and Mt. Pleasant, no longer passes through downtown Pella and the Jaarsma Bakery. To eat Dutch letters, I have to make the conscious decision to detour several miles into town. I try to pass the exit sign, but despite my resolutions and best intentions, I take the exit, justifying my actions by buying an extra loaf or another dozen letters to give to friends and family. 

I didn’t intend to stop at the bakery, but I did it anyway. Afterward I suffer the guilt of having no will power or self-control. What if I gain five pounds and can’t fit into my clothes?  What if I develop heart disease by eating food that will clog my arteries?  But this is good wholesome food that people have been eating for centuries, I reason. How can an occasional Dutch pastry hurt? 

Women who get pregnant unintentionally often say, “I wasn’t planning on having sex,” says Dr. Mary Losch, who leads the Iowa Initiative Research Program at the University of Northern Iowa. For 20 years, Dr. Losch has gathered statistics about unintended pregnancy from women leaving Iowa hospitals after giving birth. She knows, for instance, that almost half of pregnancies in Iowa every year are unintended. Among 18-19 year olds the number is more than eight in 10.  Among 20- to 25-year-olds, it’s almost six in 10. 
The key words here are, "wasn’t planning.” Planning would mean acknowledging the possibility of having sex and having a frank conversation with her partner about what protection measures they need to take. Planning would involve setting her cell phone to ring at the same time every morning to remind her to take “the pill” consistently. Planning would involve putting new condoms in her purse before going out for an evening of drinking with friends to avoid sexually transmitted diseases. Planning would involve budgeting for the cost of birth control pills or following up on the ad for a free long-acting reversible contraceptive (LARC) she heard on the radio that said, “Life is complicated. Birth control doesn’t have to be.” 

Needless to say, eating a Dutch Letter occasionally doesn’t have the consequences of having occasional unprotected sex. 

You may laugh at my first story, identifying with my craving for sweets, but shake your head disapprovingly at the second. Eating one pastry isn’t going to make me fat.  Having unprotected sex, even once, can result in an unintended pregnancy. 

Why would an adult woman take these chances?  It could be that she’s lost her job and she can’t afford $500 up front for the new implant or IUDs. It could be she can’t afford $30 to $50 a month for pills. Maybe she thinks she’s invincible. (It won’t happen the first time) or that the subject of sex is such a taboo in her family that in her mind “planning” to have sex is worse than “just happening” to have sex. Possibly she thinks that using a condom or a birth control device that requires interrupting the moment, spoiling the spontaneity and her romantic notion of sex. These are just a few of the reasons women give when asked. 


We should teach young men and women that sex between two responsible, consenting adults is nothing to feel guilty about, but having sex irresponsibly is. Taking the risk of a sexually transmitted infection could jeopardize her ability to have children in the future. Taking the risk that she’ll become pregnant means the chance her child will live in poverty. Taking the risk means that she may not finish her education and fulfill a life-long dream. There are risks we should be encouraging women to take, but unintended pregnancy is not one of them.
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