
Chapter 7
Governance, Human Rights 
and Civil Society

Reproduction and sexuality are often seen 
simply as health issues; yet they have sweeping 
social and human rights implications. Cultural 
contexts which disempower women, children 
and minority groups encourage stigma and 
discrimination, which in turn lead to violations 
of human rights. Social and cultural attitudes 
about peoples' expected reproductive and 
sexual roles have a strong in ̄uence on health, 
quality of life and economic opportunities. 
Moreover, in many countries, the needs of 
women and vulnerable groups, including sexual 
minorities and young people, are often left out 
of the policy and development dialogue, which 
is an indication of poor governance.
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In April 2007, the European Community's General Affairs and External 
Relations Council (GAERC) af® rmed `women's right to have control over, 
and decide freely and responsibly on, matters related to their sexuality.'1 

In many countries, this right hardly exists as a practical matter, with girls 
married or sexually exploited from a young age, with female compliance 
toward male sexual advances compelled through threats or actual violence 
either within or outside marriage, with widespread practice of female genital 
cutting and other harmful practices

Reproductive health rights are human rights pro tected under 
international laws and treaties.

Quick Facts

The ICPD Programme of Action, endorsed by 179 countries, clearly 
af® rms that sexual and reproductive rights are basic human rights. These 
rights include the right to reproductive health; choice in sexual relations 
and childbearing; and freedom from sexual violence.

The 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna af® rmed that 
`human rights can and should be broadly applied to the areas of sexuality 
and reproduction.'2

Other international conferences and treaties uphold the rights to liberty, 
to marry and found a family, and to decide the number and spacing of 
one's children.1 

Countries that have rati® ed these treaties `have entered into legally bind-
ing obligations to honour them within the legislative frameworks of their 
own countries.'3

Reproductive health is a critical element in efforts to reduce poverty; 
therefore the protection and promotion of reproductive rights should 
be monitored along with other human rights indicators in developing 
countries. 

1.
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Context

Access to comprehensive reproductive health services and supplies is not 
simply a matter of health ± it has as much to do with people's rights to make 
decisions about their own bodies and lives as it does with service delivery.

`One of the most important fronts in the struggle for women's human 
rights is around sexual and reproductive autonomy, and the coercive and 
often violent ways in which that autonomy is suppressed ¼ Much of the 
gender-based violence that men in ̄ict on women is aimed at restricting 
and controlling their sexuality and reproductive capacity: from so-
called ªhonour killingsº of women who've had sex outside marriage, to 
marital rape or the targeting of pregnant women of the ªenemyº camp 
as a strategy of con ̄ict. These and other sexual and reproductive rights 
violations are happening worldwide on a massive scale and are clearly 
proscribed under international law.'4

Development programmes, projects and micro-projects that address human 
rights will be strengthened by including activities for raising awareness of 
reproductive rights and monitoring access to reproductive health services for 
different populations.

What you can do

Among other things, the GAERC in April called for the following in-
terventions: 1

 Promote the enactment and enforcement of legislation to uphold  

and fully protect women's rights
 Promote universal access to sexual and reproductive health services  

and rights and commodities, including male and female condoms.

Strategies and programmes can encourage actions that address repro-
ductive health rights, either as dedicated projects or as part of broader 
human rights initiatives. Effective activities can include raising awareness 
of reproductive rights among policymakers, health professionals and the 
public, development of safe livelihoods for young people, and monitoring 
the level of access to reproductive health services for women, young people 
and vulnerable and marginalised groups.
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Without the de facto right or access to a wide range of reproductive 
options, women are unable to participate fully in society. Also, 
organisations representing women and vulnerable groups are often 
left out of the policy dialogue, which undermines democratic values.

Quick Facts

Access to reproductive health services and protection of reproductive rights are 
among the most important mechanisms for ensuring the active participation 
of women in development. 

`Women who can plan the timing and number of their births also have 
greater opportunities for work, education and social participation outside 
the home.'5

Democracy and good governance rest on the participation of all sectors 
of society in decision-making; but social and cultural taboos, stigma and 
discrimination often deny women and sexual minorities a voice.

Context

Poor reproductive health situations and the weak protection of sexual and 
reproductive rights in the developing world is evidence of inequities of class, 

2.
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gender and political participation.6 Improving access to reproductive health 
services, as well a as protecting reproductive rights, is an important mechanism 
to promote and establish the active participation of women in development: 
`Ensuring women's abilities to choose the number and timing of their births is a 
matter of human rights and key to empowering women as individuals, mothers, 
and citizens.'7 Indeed, family planning encompasses a much greater mandate than 
ensuring the physical and mental health of women: `women often view family 
planning in broader terms, as a long-term activity that affects the quality of their 
psychological health, their domestic lives, their ability to participate in the work 
force, and their ability to join in community activities.'8 Therefore, efforts to 
involve women in decision making should consider the impact of reproductive 
health and access to services, particularly through research and monitoring.

What you can do

Promote the participation of women and marginalised groups in decision-
making. Encouraging cross-sector collaboration between reproductive and 
sexual health organisations and other actors concerned with poverty alle-
viation and economic development can also be helpful. Finally, mechanisms 
to analyse good governance are strengthened by monitoring the impact of 
poor reproductive health, lack of access to contraception and violations of 
reproductive health rights.

Organisations striving to improve reproductive health in developing 
countries are often unable to participate in national or multilateral 
policy-making processes..

Quick Facts

There is limited civil society participation in EC Country Strategies.9

The World Bank's PRSs often suffer from what has been called the 
participation gap, or the absence of civil society participation in the 
implementation of PRSs'10

3.
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Reproductive health NGOs in developing countries ® nd it very dif-
® cult to participate meaningfully in government and donor develop-
ment policies. 

The largest factor preventing family planning organisations from join-
ing national Country Coordinating Mechanisms established by the 
Global Fund for AIDS, TB and Malaria is a lack of information (about 
the Global Fund and CCMs).11

The degree of women's participation in all levels of political decision-
making directly correlates with improvements in reproductive health 
and choice, child care and related family-friendly aspects.12

Context

EU policies encourage the broad participation of civil society organisations 
(CSOs) and non-state actors (NSA) in country and EU development 
policies.13 The EC seeks to promote participatory approaches to development 
cooperation in order to ªcontribute to the ownership of the development 
strategies by all bene® ciaries, to progressively consolidate accountable, 
sound and democratic institutions, to assist in the exercise of citizenship and 
to facilitate public-private partnerships.º14

An active civil society gives voice to stakeholders ± particularly poor and 
marginalized populations ± in policy and program decisions; promotes 
public sector transparency and accountability; promotes public consensus 
and local ownership; brings innovative ideas and solutions; provides local 
knowledge and professional expertise; and increases capacity for effective 
service delivery.15 The EC expects NSAs to be involved in ® ve different 
stages of the development process: 

 the preparation of the National Development Strategy;   

the preparation of the Community Response Strategy;   

 the policy dialogue once the sectors of intervention have been agreed   

upon; 
the implementation process; and   

the review process.  12, 16

Unfortunately, there is little evidence that civil society is being consulted 
in many countries, and some civil society actors ± MPs, media, NGOs ± have 
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What you can do

The EC can serve as a model for democratic, participatory decision-
making to be emulated by national governments. Promote close co-
operation of the national government and EU Member State embassies 
with CSOs and NGOs that are knowledgable about and committed to 
improving reproductive health. Organise structured civil society consul-
tation processes; widely disseminate information about how to partici-
pate in the consultation processes; carefully document the disposition 
of inputs from civil society during consultation processes; and widely 
disseminate the results. Funding NGO capacity-building efforts and 
external evaluations of civil society consultation processes assures their 
effectiveness.

simply not sought an active role in the design and monitoring of poverty 
reduction strategies. A study17 of the 10th EDF revealed the following 
problems when NSAs were consulted: The period for involvement was 
too short; the preparatory process was inadequate; a limited set of actors 
was involved; there were insuf® cient institutional mechanisms to facilitate 
the process; and the results of the consultations were insuf® ciently 
communicated.

According to input from several developing countries where DSW has 
inquired, reproductive health NGOs often are not aware of their right to 
participate in the development of national and multi-lateral poverty alleviation 
policies and strategies, or they ® nd it dif® cult identifying how to participate. 
Such participation could help government and multi-lateral of® cials and 
improve decision-making for poverty alleviation policy development and 
implementation.
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Best Practice:

Reproductive Rights and Community Action in Colombia: An 
Exercise in Social Accountability. The project aimed to raise awareness 
of the extent to which SRR are recognised as human rights by the 
governments of these countries; strengthen the capacity of community 
groups to promote SRR; empower communities to expect high quality 
sexual and reproductive health care; and improve the ability of IPPF 
Member Associations to carry out rights-based work.
NGO: International Planned Parenthood Federation/Western Hemi-
sphere Region (IPPF/WHR) in Colombia, India and Malaysia
Website: www.ippfwhr.org/publications/download/serial_issues/
spotrights1_e.pdf

Additional Resources

Family Health International, `Women's Voices, Women's Lives: The Impact 
Of Family Planning': www.fhi.org/en/RH/Pubs/wsp/synthesis/index.htm 
IPPF Charter on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights: 
www.ippf.org/en/Resources/Statements/IPPF+Charter+on+Sexual+and+
Reproductive+Rights.htm


