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Beijing +15 Review: Where are we in advancing Women’s sexual and reproductive rights? 

By Imane Khachani, Youth Coalition Member, Morocco

This year marks the 15th anniversary of the adoption of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (PFA), certainly the most comprehensive international consensus document on women's rights, which together with the ICPD Programme of Action (PoA) mark a milestone in the history of sexual and reproductive rights
, and recognise their crucial role in advancing development and achieving gender equality.

The action-oriented PFA defined 12 areas of concern, among which a consistent chapter on women’s health and identified specific action points related to:

· Ensuring access throughout the life cycle to appropriate, affordable and quality health care, information and services;

· Strengthening preventive programmes promoting women’s health;

· Undertaking gender-sensitive initiatives that address sexually transmitted infections, HIV and AIDS and other sexual and reproductive health issues;

· Promoting research and disseminating information on women’s health and

· Increasing resources and monitoring follow up for women’s health.

Fifteen years after the Beijing PFA was adopted, substantive progress has been made and numerous positive legal and programmatic developments have led to the improvement of women’s sexual and reproductive health worldwide. A few examples that can be cited are Colombia’s amendments to its abortion legislation, expanding the grounds of medical abortion and reducing unsafe abortion-related mortality and morbidity among Colombian women, Sri Lanka’s health reforms broadening access to family planning and pre and post natal care in rural and remote areas, Morocco’s new family code and reform of the primary healthcare system, including free provision of sexual and reproductive health services free of charge for all women in reproductive age
 etc. 

But many countries still fall short of the Beijing PFA targets and reports on progress show that there is still a vast gap between the commitments and the achievements. One of the main bones of contention remains the enforcement and effective implementation of Article 96
  which clearly affirms women’s right to have control over and decide freely on matters related to their sexuality and calls for equal relationships between women and men in matters of sexual relations and reproduction. This remains extremely challenging in countries dominated by patriarchal social structures and hampers women’s ability to make free, informed and healthy choices for their sexual and reproductive health, particularly the poor, uneducated, young and unmarried women. 

As we, NGO representatives - women and men, young, old, from the North and the South, researchers, advocates, health care professionals, lawyers or students - gather to celebrate the 15th Anniversary of the PFA and to assess the progress made by our countries, let us make sure the resolutions on Maternal Health and on HIV that are going to be discussed and voted reflect the true concerns of women, the young and old, the uneducated, the poor, the physically or mentally challenged, the HIV +, the unmarried, and all the women who can’t fully exercise their sexual and reproductive rights, who are being denied their sexual agency, who can’t access sexuality education, who are deprived from contraception and safe abortion services for unwanted and/or unintended pregnancies….the women who need us and who need our advocacy!


Ready?   

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


“Had a blinkie lately?”

Sarah Davies (YWCA) on her expectations for CSW 2010


Why are you looking forward to attending CSW 2010?

It will be an amazing opportunity to take part in the largest women’s meeting of the year. I am looking forward to witnessing the lobbying and advocacy that will take place at the CSW and hope to hear member states reporting positively on progress in their countries since the BPFA was adopted. Ideally, I hope CSW is a meeting where we see and feel a genuine commitment to promote gender equality and advancement of women worldwide.

I am also very interested in hearing the leading UN women leaders address the concerns of the women’s movement but equally, hope there will be space for the voices of grassroots women and young women to be heard.

What do you believe is one of the most important issues facing young women in the next 15 years?

Violence against women has become pandemic and it has to be addressed now. I have had the amazing opportunity to be part of World YWCA young women’s trainings in the Caribbean and Asia Pacific on the issues of violence against women sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) and HIV and AIDS in the past year and the stories I heard from young women were extremely disturbing. Violence against women has become culturally acceptable all over the world and many young women are growing up believing that violence in the home, school, church and community is part of the reality of being a woman. We can’t afford to be silent about this issue any more and member states must display the political will to ensure they place this on top of their agendas.

Linked to that, educating young women on their SRHR is equally important. At the trainings I attended where we had a safe space to talk as young women about SRHR, I was disturbed to hear a number of trends including:

· Transactional sex is very common – sex for school / uni fees/ designer clothes

· Sugar Daddies  – the older man that puts you up in a nice apartment in the city but you better be there 24 hours a day so he can pop on in when he feels like it

· Multiple partners  – it’s accepted that when you get married, the likelihood is your husband will have extra marital affairs

· Teenage pregnancy was very common. You just have to know the right people to take care of it and if not, friends will undertake an abortion procedure for you

· In some countries, anal sex is very popular amongst young women as there is a perception that you still remain a virgin and will not contract HIV or STIs –and at the same time, if you have anal sex with your boyfriend, you are still offering him some form of penetrative sex so he will not look elsewhere.

· Had a blinkie lately? A blinkie is when a man ejaculates in your eye and this sexual act is taking place in some parts of the world because with a blinkie, ‘you can’t get pregnant or HIV’ along with the added benefit of ‘keeping your virginity.

I don’t want the young women of the world navigating their way through a world of blinkies, do-it-yourself-abortion procedures or trading their bodies for some nice shoes. They are worth much more.

What are you hoping to experience by attending CSW 2010?

I am looking forward to meeting members of the YWCA delegation but also making new friends and contacts with other youth, women and faith based organisations. It’s always exciting and simulating to be surrounded by like-minded passionate people. And I also heard Hillary Clinton may come and address the meeting- that would be a dream come true to watch her speak live.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Una perspectiva masculina del aborto inseguro y su relación con la mortalidad materna

By Alexis Hernández, Ipas | MenEngage, México

La Plataforma de Acción de Beijing nos recordó que los derechos de las mujeres son derechos humanos y que “El reconocimiento y reafirmación explícita del derecho de todas las mujeres a controlar todos los aspectos de su salud, en particular su propia fecundidad, es básico para su empoderamiento”.

Muchos de los retos de la salud y los derechos humanos de las mujeres se deben, en gran parte, a cuestiones relativas al género: al simple hecho de que son mujeres. Una de estas áreas es la reproducción. La Plataforma de Acción de Beijing y la resolución del Consejo de Naciones Unidas de Derechos Humanos sobre la mortalidad materna han recalcado la necesidad continua de lograr que las mujeres y las niñas tengan acceso a la atención de su salud reproductiva, en particular para prevenir y controlar complicaciones relacionadas con el embarazo.

El progreso desde 1995 ha sido lento. La resolución del Consejo de Derechos Humanos sobre mortalidad materna con relación a los derechos humanos, adoptada en junio del 2009, resalta que: “más de 1,500 mujeres y niñas mueren todos los días como resultado de complicaciones prevenibles que ocurren antes, durante y después del embarazo y el parto, y que, a nivel mundial, la mortalidad materna es la principal causa de muerte entre las mujeres y niñas en edad fértil”.

Una causa muy importante y evitable de muertes y lesiones relacionadas con el embarazo es el aborto inseguro. Se estima que por lo menos el 95% de los abortos realizados en África y Latinoamérica y un 60% en Asia son inseguros. A nivel internacional, el aborto inseguro ocasiona aproximadamente el 13% de las muertes maternas por complicaciones del embarazo o el parto, y una proporción mucho más alta en muchas regiones y países, especialmente en los países en desarrollo.

El aborto inseguro es una de las causas de la mortalidad y morbilidad materna más fácil y factiblemente prevenibles. Una medida necesaria es asegurando el acceso de las mujeres y de los hombres a los métodos modernos de planificación familiar, incluyendo la anticoncepción de emergencia, lo cual también implica realizar esfuerzos especiales para promover y permitirnos a nosotros, los hombres, adquirir responsabilidades en nuestro comportamiento sexual y reproductivo para prevenir embarazos no deseados. También son necesarias acciones de los gobiernos para erradicar la violencia sexual y el maltrato a las mujeres, que muchas veces causan embarazos no deseados.

Un segundo paso es asegurar que todas las mujeres y niñas que sufren complicaciones a causa de los abortos inseguros o espontáneos, tengan acceso a la atención post-aborto. Una tercera acción para reducir las muertes y las lesiones causadas por el aborto inseguro es liberalizar las leyes sobre aborto. Las leyes que criminalizan al aborto—un procedimiento solicitado por decenas de millones de mujeres, y sólo mujeres, cada año—constituyen discriminación por razones de género y deben reformarse. Las disposiciones legales para el aborto también hacen los gobiernos responsables de la disponibilidad y calidad de atención. En Sudáfrica, donde el aborto se legalizó en febrero de 1997, las muertes a causa del aborto inseguro cayeron 91% entre 1994 y 2001.

Debemos reconocer que los hombres tenemos una responsabilidad enorme en relación con los problemas de salud y derechos humanos que afectan a las mujeres y niñas. La tendencia de criminalizar el aborto refuerza la concepción de una sociedad misógina que no reconoce a las mujeres como personas con pleno uso de sus derechos por el simple hecho de ser mujeres.

Como hombre joven y activista, es esencial para mí evidenciar la injusticia. Lo que es injusto es que son las mujeres quienes enfrentan completamente las consecuencias físicas del embarazo, y en un grado mayor también las consecuencias emocionales, materiales y familiares. Las mujeres son quienes reciben casi exclusivamente las sanciones estipuladas por las leyes de los países en donde el aborto no es legal; son a quienes se les niega el derecho a decidir sobre su propia fecundidad; son las mujeres quienes mueren y sufren las complicaciones ocasionadas por abortos inseguros; y, como ha sido ampliamente documentado, las más vulnerables son las mujeres más jóvenes y las más pobres.

Si los gobiernos aspiran a cumplir con sus compromisos de ejecutar la Plataforma de Acción de Beijing, deben incluir atención y recursos para reducir y en última instancia eliminar al aborto inseguro como una causa de la mortalidad y morbilidad maternas. Esto incluye medidas para prevenir los embarazos no deseados, proporcionar abortos legales y seguros y evitar la criminalización de las mujeres que interrumpen sus embarazos no deseados y los embarazos que podrían poner en peligro su salud y sus vidas.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Why bother?” Charlotte Bunch and young activists talk about their hopes and dreams for gender equality and the women’s movement

By Wieke Vink, Youth Coalition Member, The Netherlands

New York, February 25th – In preperation of the 54th session of the Commission on the Status of Women, International Women’s Health Coalition organized an Advocacy in Practice training. Twelve young activists from all over the world learned the ropes on lobby and communications, UN language, negotiations and the importancy of cheerfulness and patience, in order to get their messages across at CSW 54. One of the people that came to share experiences with the young activists, is human rights activist Charlotte Bunch. Being a pioneering strategist and organizer, she knows why to bother. “There would never be anything in the United Nations for women, if women would’nt have organized to make it happen.” 

Can you imagine how excited the training participants are? One of the formost advocates of international attention to women’s issues and the inclusion of gender and sexual orientation in the global human rights agenda is providing them with a historic perspective on women’s rights and the struggle for equality. “The Beijing Platform of Action is fifteen years old now. All that we said in 1993 was fresh. Most of it is common sense now – which is both good and bad, but defenitely more complicated. When we said ‘Women’s rights are human rights in the early nineties, people would go ‘What? Are you kidding? Well, eer… that might make sense. Maybe?’ If we state the same anno 2010, you’ll probably get a ‘Yeah. So what?’” 

Things have changed – obviously. Some concerns have remained the same, but the women’s movement and young activists have new issues to work on too. For that, we have to unite ourselves. “We lose the power of a common movement,” says Charlotte Bunch. “Change is never even. The gap between women who have benefited from the women’s movement and those who haven’t has increased. It’s not about avoiding the conflict, but about not letting that undermine our common goals: sexual and reproductive rights, ending violence against women, control over our own bodies. We have to find new ways of getting everyone united in the women’s movement, while finding a way to make sure nobody gets left behind because of that. There is the need for a common voice, whilst recognizing the diversity amongst ourselves. My expectations are enormous for the young generation.”


And so she talks to the young generation. But mainly, she listens. Charlotte Bunch is happy to have the opportunity to talk to young people like the training participants. “It works both ways. We can all learn from each other. The Beijing Platform of Action has been created fifteen years ago. Of course it’s not all adequate anymore.” We’re living in a different moment now, with the HIV pandemic, the global economic crisis and the issues of climate changes. “We can learn from the past, but things for sure are different. We need to create a political environment for change and for action.”

But why should we bother? Charlotte Bunch: “Human rights is the one framework where holding governments accountable is part of the system. Bother because of the legitimacy that women’s rights are human rights. Bother because this is the momentum.  Bother because it’s up to your generation to do so. Intergration of a gender perspective should be mainstreamed everywhere, but we have to have spaces to adress specific issues too.”


Male involvement is key to gender equality, the training participants in the room agree. “In the early days of feminism, it was very important for women to have a voice – as women. But times have changed and I agree with you. Sorry for adressing you with women all the time – I am just so used to that terminology.” “I am a woman,” the one guy in the room states. Charlotte Bunch smiles and says: “Even better.” 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Es FUNDAMENTAL defender los Derechos Sexuales y Reproductivos

By María Inés Romero, Sociedad Paraguaya de Estudios de Sexualidad Humana

Inicio esta nota con un juego de palabras que me vino a la mente, cuando me puse a pensar acerca de lo que significan para mí los derechos sexuales y reproductivos, la defensa de ellos y la participación con grupos fundamentalistas y conservadores en espacios donde se busca progresar en los avances en pro de la calidad de vida de las mujeres. 

No es mi intensión hacer un reporte teórico ni mucho menos filosófico de lo que es un grupo fundamentalista. Sino simplemente expresar mis opiniones, pensamientos y sentimientos acerca de este tema. Soy libre de hacerlo… no? Felizmente hay espacios como el Watch Dog de la Youth Coalition (Coalición de Jóvenes) que efectivamente nos dejan expresarnos libremente. De otra manera mi postura no podría salir de lo que ya se haya escrito o establecido.

Esta semana se inicia la Comisión del Status de la Mujer (CSW por sus siglas en ingles),  un espacio de las  Naciones Unidas, los Gobiernos y la Sociedad Civil dedicado a la situación de la mujer en el mundo. 

Soy una joven activista Paraguaya, y encuentro en mí camino y en el de mis compañeros y compañeras otros grupos de jóvenes que tienen una visión diferente a la nuestra. Me involucro en mi trabajo con grupos de jóvenes definidos como progresistas o liberales, efectivamente porque estoy de acuerdo con este pensamiento. Creo que hay cosas que hay que cambiar y creo que los cambios deben adecuarse a las necesidades, y perspectivas de cada persona bajo un marco de respeto. Para nuestro trabajo los grupos fundamentalistas son la oposición.

Los fundamentalistas promueven una interpretación literal o exacta de ciertas fuentes que consideran las únicas autoridades de conocimiento que debería imponerse ante cualquier ley, si esta definición la encuentran correcta, les invito a buscar una relación curiosa donde lo FUNDAMENTAL es PROGRESAR.

Creo que quienes estamos involucradas e involucrados en el activismo conocemos el discurso de los jóvenes fundamentalista quienes no se permiten opinar mas allá de sus fuentes bibliográficas en la mayoría de los casos, por no decir todos, de origen religioso.  Nosotros también podríamos ser jóvenes fundamentalistas, como?; Pues basamos nuestras opiniones en cierta premisa que se impone ante cualquier ley existente o bibliografía, la premisa del DERECHO A LA LIBERTAD PARA TODAS LAS PERSONAS.

Podríamos ser fundamentalistas, pues defendemos bajo toda imposición el derecho que tienen las personas de ser libres, en especial me remito a referirme a la libertad de ejercer los Derechos Sexuales y Reproductivos (DSR). Hay muchas leyes en nuestros países que coartan los DSR, leyes contra el aborto, contra las personas con orientaciones e identidades sexuales diferentes a la convencional heterosexualidad masculina o femenina, leyes que carecen de perspectiva integral y comprensiva para la educación de los adolescentes omitiendo la educación en derechos y salud sexual y reproductiva. Imponemos nuestra vos ante cualquiera de estas leyes que no encajan en nuestra premisa, la de defender los DSR.

Somos entonces también un grupo fundamentalista?. En el ejercicio al fin y al cabo lo que buscamos en progresar, cambiar, movernos, y dar a las personas la posibilidad de desarrollarse sin tener que encajar en un molde, definiendo nuestro trabajo de esta manera, no podríamos ser fundamentales. Este juego de palabras y contradicciones me lleva a la reflexión de que; No importan que los nombres tengamos, la diferencia entre su visión y la nuestra es que en nuestro intenso trabajo de defender nuestras opiniones de libertar para todas las personas, respetamos justamente eso, la libertad de cada. No buscamos cambiar el pensamiento de ellos, ni cambiar las leyes para coartar sus convicciones dogmaticas. Simplemente buscamos que quienes no tengan las mismas creencias tenga otras opciones en las cuales basar sus decisiones. Nosotros no queremos despreciar sus valores, queremos que quienes tengas otros diferentes también puedan defenderlos, ellos al contrario reconocer una sola valoración, la suya. 

Finalmente creo que este punto, aún más allá de los nombres, nos hace totalmente diferentes. Demás esta decir que ser diferentes no es algo negativo, pero es importante recordar el respeto mutuo entre las personas. Como tantas y tantos jóvenes del mundo he vivido muchas veces la batalla por defender mis pensamientos por sobre la imposición de los grupos de fundamentalistas quienes prohíben en todo sentido cualquier manifestación de libertad de expresión de las personas fuera de sus estructuradas leyes dogmaticas.

Con este articulo celebro y aplaudo el trabajo de tantas y tantos compañeros y compañeras de activismo quienes trabajan día a día para defender la libertad de ejercer los DSR. Éxitos en la 54° CSW! 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Young women, unwanted pregnancy and abortion: are we achieving the mandates of the Bejing Platform for Action?

By Maria de Bruyn, Ipas

On the first day of the CSW, the Government of The Netherlands partnered with Ipas and IPPF to present a session on young women and their needs regarding unwanted pregnancy and abortion. The topic was of obvious interesting as the 170-person room was filled to capacity.


The right to choose – a perspective from South-Asia

The BPfA acknowledged that young women are even more vulnerable than older women to maternal morbidity and mortality. Arushi Singh, of IPPF, pointed out that one reason for this lies in restrictions placed on young women’s right to choose, even in decisions concerning the most fundamental aspects of their lives. “What does the right to choose mean for the four out of five young women whose parents never consulted them on the timing of their marriage and the two out of three married young people who reported that they had met their spouse for the first time on their wedding day?” asked Singh.

She pointed out that in 1995, the unsafe abortion rate in India was 12 per 1000; in 2003, the rate was almost the same at 11 per 1000. Even in countries with more liberal laws, young women’s access to safe abortions remains curtailed. They lack awareness of the fact that abortion is legal and don’t know where to go for safe services. Often, they don’t recognize the early signs of pregnancy and when they do realize they’re having an unwanted pregnancy, they face negative attitudes from health-care providers, especially if they are unmarried.

The situation can change. For example, young women in rural Nepal who were trained on sexual and reproductive health are now members of village youth forums that organize regular dialogues between young people and parents on sexual and reproductive health. In Bangladesh, a school headmaster persuaded the community to provide free board and lodging so that girls can remain in school, leading one girl to remark: “If I were married today, what would I lose? My independence, my vision, my dreams.” Singh commented that such progress should inspire us to continue our endeavors in protecting the right to choose and creating enabling environments that take us as close to free choice for young women as possible. The evolving capacities of adolescents mean that young women must be enabled to make their own decisions, including about marriage, pregnancy and abortion.


Not all abortions are unsafe – peer to peer sexuality education in Malawi

Marie Khudzani Banda, of the International Community of Women Living with HIV/AIDS (ICW) in Malawi, spoke about a project with grassroots women in which ICW facilitators organized community dialogues about contraception, unwanted pregnancy and abortion. Since pregnancy termination is only allowed to save a woman’s life, almost everyone believes abortion is totally illegal and that it cannot be done safely; the subject is also taboo and rarely discussed openly.

With support from important policy-makers, such as representatives of the Ministry of Health, the national Commission on Human Rights and the National Nurses Council, ICW members offered women in villages information and the chance to share their own and family members’ experiences with unwanted pregnancies and abortion care. Many women talked about unsafe procedures, one woman describing how a 14-year-old girl lost her uterus and subsequent chances of marriage, and another telling about her 15-year-old cousin who lost her life due to an unsafe abortion. 

By the end of the dialogue series, the women were expressing opinions about changes needed, both at their own individual level and the wider community and societal levels. They acknowledged a need for parents to talk with young people, especially young women, about sexuality and reproductive health matters. They felt that community members should be sensitized and educated about emergency contraception, especially young girls and boys, and that more community dialogue/education sessions should be held on topics like safer sex, pregnancy, contraception and abortion, including sessions at schools. And as one participant said: “HIV-positive mothers who become pregnant are making a responsible choice for the children they already have if they end the new [unwanted] pregnancy early and in a safe way.”

The ICW members want to see more women receiving information and education about the differences between unsafe and safe abortion care. The dialogue participants said that safe abortion should be legalized in Malawi so that girls, their mothers and other women can freely request this service. They also would like hospitals to ensure that they have a client-friendly atmosphere so that girls and women feel comfortable asking for reproductive health services. As a result of the project, ICW has produced a booklet with women’s testimonies and policy recommendations and they are starting to collaborate with other civil society groups on advocacy around women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights.

Men as allies and partners – a perspective from Latin-America

Alexis Hernández, of Ipas Mexico and the MenEngage Alliance, noted that it is women who experience pregnancy and abortion in their bodies. They face the health consequences and most of the emotional, material and other burdens of an unwanted pregnancy. It is mostly women who receive legal punishment where abortion is illegal and it is women who are denied the right to decide due to restrictive abortion laws. He added that it is women who die and suffer the consequences of unsafe abortions and young and poor women who are most at risk.


As a nurse and youth activist, Hernández commented: “We men, both young and adult, should take responsibility for our own sexuality and reproduction. Why do we leave most responsibility to women? What would we men do if we became pregnant? Women do not make themselves pregnant.” He said that some men would like to protect their partners and wish they could have the abortion instead of the woman. But they can’t and then feel fear, worry, stress and guilt. However, men don’t often have this sympathy with women before it gets to the point of pregnancy termination. So organizations that work with men in Latin America are using experiential exercises to build empathy in men about reproduction. They use a story called “It is the last, my dear, the last”. The story tells of a man who originally refuses to use contraception, but who is transformed when he witnesses his partner giving birth.

Hernández said that health-care providers in Mexico have seen the emotional impact on men when they witness an event like insertion of an IUD, childbirth, abortion or pregnancy. For example, when men are invited to cut the cord at delivery, they can feel excitement, shock, fear, nervousness, or sometimes even cry or faint. Health workers report that more men are interested in this kind of participation in reproductive health events and in caring for and raising children. 

We must acknowledge that men are frequently involved in abortion-related decisions and care, said Hernández, and this can be positive or negative for the women involved. It is negative when men pressure women to have or not have an abortion. This pressure shows itself in different ways: intimidation, violence against women, abandonment, refusing financial aid or other support, or denial of paternity so that the woman thinks abortion is her only option.

We need to make men allies, he avowed, in order to increase women’s access to safe abortion. To involve young men, we must put aside some of our ideas about youth and keep an open mind because gender relations and sexual and reproductive health may be different for young people than what we assume. Generally, men are not welcome in abortion clinics. Providers think they are there to hold the woman’s coat, drive, or pay for the procedure. One study in the United States showed that 73% of men wanted to go with the woman to the clinic, but only 23% of the clinics allowed this.

Hernández remarked that the BFA said that men are "necessary allies for change."  He said that members of the MenEngage Alliance know the importance of the women's movement in creating possibilities for men to be more just and caring human beings. He ended his presentation by inviting adult men, young men, and boys to embrace healthy models of masculinity and non-violence and to take responsibility for working alongside women and girls to achieve gender justice: “Now we men must unite to say: No more deaths and complications from unsafe abortions. No more abuse and denials in health services. No more women identified, stigmatized, and imprisoned for deciding to terminate a pregnancy.”

Reclaim family, youth and pro-life constituties – how to counteract the opposition

Ariana Childs Graham, of SIECUS, spoke to session participants about why young people should care about the work being done by conservatives opposed to choice in sexual and reproductive health. She noted that these groups work on many issues, including opposition to comprehensive sexuality education, opposition to young people’s access to contraception, preserving the “traditional family” (which means a heterosexual couple with children rather than allowing other forms of families), and opposition to rights for people of various sexual orientations in addition to condemning abortion.

She noted that conservatives often speak “on behalf of” constituencies, claiming that they represent all families, parents or faith-based groups. Progressive youth advocates need to indicate that they, too, speak on behalf of peers and on behalf of poor and marginalized young people who have specific needs. Young people can emphasize the complexity of decision-making involved in sexual and reproductive health issues, as well as the diversity of women’s experiences, which means that decisions cannot always be simple and the same for everyone.

Childs Graham pointed out that youth advocates should stay informed about the claims of conservative groups so that myths which stand in the way of sexual and reproductive rights can be debunked. For example, some groups say that having an abortion significantly increases a woman’s chances of developing breast cancer. The US National Cancer Institute, however, convened a meeting of over 100 world experts who study pregnancy and breast cancer risks and they concluded that research shows that having an abortion or a miscarriage does not increase a woman’s subsequent risk of breast cancer. 

Childs Graham concluded by urging young people who work for sexual and reproductive rights to learn about critical issues so that they can present evidence and factual information, to speak out about their experiences and those of family and friends, to adopt positive and pro-active strategies, and to assume leadership roles in educating key stakeholders, including parents, community and religious leaders, and policy-makers.

Any questions?

During the discussion period, the young panelists addressed important questions raised by audience members. Childs Graham said that promoting comprehensive sexuality education means young people must have the opportunity to build skills in an ongoing and age-appropriate manner. Education cannot comprise only a three-hour session for 13-year-olds, for example. Rather, education should begin at younger ages, always adjusted to the students’ cognitive levels, and then progress through adolescence until young adulthood. It is also critical to garner support from policy-makers to promote such a cumulative process by addressing concerns with evidence. For example, studies show that teaching younger adolescents about sexuality does not result in their engaging in sexual behavior at an earlier age.

When asked by a teen pregnancy program manager how one can identify the maturity of young people, Singh stated that it is not so difficult to gauge the evolving capacity of an adolescent: if she is able to approach a health-care provider and request a service in clear terms, she has developed the capacity to understand and deal with the situation involved. Singh also said that health-care providers must actively seek ways to help young women avoid unsafe abortions and protect their health and lives in any legal setting.

A Kenyan Member of Parliament attending the session thanked the panelists for what she called their “brilliant presentations”, commenting that they had caused her to perform a “self-audit” about how she had educated her 24-year-old daughter and 22-year-old son. She had to acknowledge that it was mostly in terms of “the don’ts” rather than giving them the space to talk about their needs. She said that adults must consider how they can make today’s situation in sexual and reproductive health better than it was when they were young themselves and this can be partly accomplished by connecting with young people.


Carlien Scheele, head of The Netherlands’ CSW delegation this week and a representative of the Dutch Ministry of Education, Science and Culture, emphasized that the Dutch government will continue to support comprehensive sexuality education and sexual and reproductive health services for young people. Her words were echoed by the former Dutch Minister of Development Cooperation, Bert Koenders, who addressed the session participants in a short video message.


Wieke Vink, a member of the Youth Coalition who co-moderated the session, concluded that all the panelists were “pro-life”, but pro-life also for those who are already living. She said we must acknowledge the wide range of perspectives and opinions among young people on sexual and reproductive health issues and give youth have the opportunity to express them rather than restrict their freedom of expression and choice.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


Messages from Young People at CSW54 

We, young people from different regions of the world, present at the 54th session of the Commission on the Status of Women, have identified the following needs of young people in regard to their sexual and reproductive health, rights and lives – and therefore demand the following:


Comprehensive Sexuality Education

According to the ICPD Plan of Action,  the Beijing Platform of Action and in order to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, young people must be able to exercise their rights to access quality and complete information, services and supplies. This includes but is not limited to comprehensive sexuality education that extends beyond biology and anatomy and includes information on gender, reproduction, human physical and emotional development, contraceptive methods, sexually transmitted infections including HIV, healthy relationships and decision-making, sexual orientation, body image and bodily rights. Additionally, young people must be able to access affordable and quality sexual and reproductive care and services including access to HIV care, treatment and support, reproductive and sexual health supplies and services.


In order to ensure the full enjoyment of young people’s human and sexual and reproductive health and rights, we need and demand comprehensive sexuality education and services for all young people.


Contraception, safe abortions and maternal health

Unsafe abortions greatly contribute to pregnancy and child birth related to morbidity and mortality, especially among young women and girls. Acces to safe abortion services should be available, affordable and accessible to all women, regardless of age and marital status. 

Needs:

· Youth friendly, quality and affordable sexual and reproductive health services. 

· Access to medically safe and legal abortions

· Accessible and affordable comprehensive sexuality education and services that include information about contraception and reproductive health.


Accessible, affordable and safe abortions should be made a part of the minimum packages of sexual and reproductive health services. All young people should have access to comprehensive sexuality education and services, including contraception and emergency contraception, in order to avoid unintended pregnancies.

Prevention of Gender-based Violence


One in three women will face violence in their lifetimes. Young women and girls are particularly vulnerable to sexual and gender-based violence. Therefore, we demand that young women and girls have access to:

1) Legal recourses

2) Medical and psychological-social health services that are confidential 

3) Safe spaces for sharing of information and experiences

We also demand the creation of an enabling environment that encourages male involvement as allies and partners and structural changes that empower women and break gender stereotypes.


All young people should have access to psycho-social health services for prevention of gender-based violence and violence against women.


Youth Participation


To the women’s movement: you taught us how to walk. Now let us walk besides you. Youth participation and male involvement is crucial to the sustainability of the women’s movement.To our governments and the United Nations: we demand strong youth representation in the Gender Equality Architecture Reform and at least 25% of youth representation with rotations/terms in the board of the new UN gender entity. This involvement would include but not be limited to involvement in decision-making, implementation and monitoring and evaluation processes.


In order to reflect and mainstream a youth-perspective at all levels, a diverse constituency of young people should be engaged in all policy- and decisionmaking.
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�	 The ICPD PoA mentions “sexual health” and “reproductive rights”. The Beijing PFA adopts a more progressive language, putting forward women’s right to have control over and decide freely and responsibly on matters related to their sexuality.





�	 Excluding abortion





�	 Article 96. The human rights of women include their right to have control over and decide freely and responsibly on matters related to their sexuality, including sexual and reproductive health, free of coercion, discrimination and violence .Equal relationships between women and men in matters of sexual relations and reproduction, including full respect for the integrity of the person, require mutual respect, consent and shared responsibility for sexual behaviour and its consequences.









