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29-09-2008
ASTRA comments to DG Sanco priorities for annual Work Plan 2009.
Regarding Health security I (Develop prevention, Support preparedness, Improve early detection & treatment for Communicable diseases and Enhance capacity building); Promote Health I (HIV/AIDS; Sexual health); Promote health II (Healthy environment and Wider determinants); Health information I (European Health Information System); Health information II (Dissemination and application of health information) parts of the DG Sanco proposed Work Plan 2009 consultation process.

First and foremost, ASTRA would like to propose that a special attention in this Plan is paid to issues related to women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights. 
ASTRA is a regional network of NGOs and individuals advocating in a collective voice for sexual, reproductive health (RH) rights in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). ASTRA works for the advancement of women’s rights as fundamental human rights and advocates for their observance, prioritization and implementation on the international, regional and national agendas.
As a vital aspect of women’s empowerment and gender equality, ASTRA supports women’s right to free and informed choice on and access to: abortion, full range of modern contraceptives, information, education and services on sexual, reproductive and health rights. ASTRA believes that these issues should have a prominent place in DG Sanco’s Work Plan 2009.
Reproductive health as a health issue is being questioned in some of the CEE countries. As a result, a lack of comprehensive sexual education and limited access to effective family planning services leads to high number of teenage pregnancies in the region and to increasingly high numbers of STIs (sexually transmitted infections). These are one of the most important issues of public health risk management in relation to the state of the sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) in the new EU member states.
ASTRA would like to encourage DG Sanco that in the process of drafting the new Work Plan you strengthen initiatives regarding SRHR with an aim to equalize these policies within the entire European Union.
As comprehensive sexuality education is already endorsed in international treaties, agreements, resolutions and declarations many Member States continue to directly deny EU citizens, especially adolescents, their right to this type of education. ASTRA believes that this is a violation of several human rights, ranging from the right to the highest attainable standard of health to the right to be free from discrimination to rights to autonomy, privacy, and self-determination, as well as the right to education. 
Furthermore, the disparities between Member States in terms of implementing sexuality education lead to significant gaps in full realization of citizens rights. ASTRA therefore, advocates DG Sanco that through its Work Plan for 2009 you take the lead on this issue and operationalize the implementation and realization of official and formal commitments of the EU to comprehensive sexual health education for all EU citizens. We believe that as a part of the European Commission DG Sanco has a duty and obligation to address this growing problem.

DG Sanco should be aware that some Member States such as Poland, Lithuania, Bulgaria, and even the UK continue to ignore the problem and face massive poor sexual and reproductive health outcomes for adolescents. The governments of these countries are not only grossly failing in their obligations, duties, and responsibilities to their youth populations but are also actively creating harm by providing false, misleading, and mistruths to the next ones. 
In a survey of several countries in Central and Eastern Europe, the ASTRA Youth Network found that most respondents declare that they do not participate in the sexuality education lessons at school or did not have access to sex education materials, although the majority thinks that schools should take an active role in educating adolescents about sexual and reproductive health.

ASTRA advocates introduction of legislation of compulsory comprehensive sexual health education in all Member States in order to fulfill government obligations and responsibilities and to cease violating the rights of youth and adults alike. ASTRA also proposes to create a system of accountability and transparency to monitor the status of sexuality education in Member States and to develop mechanisms to ensure that these obligations and rights are not violated in the future while paying particular attention to ensuring that these mechanisms are accessible to adolescents.
We call on DG Sanco to provide guidelines and support to Member States Ministries of Education in implementing evidence-based programs which respect human rights and to directly engage Member States with youth in the development, execution, operation, monitoring and evaluation of all comprehensive sexuality education programs in order to respect the rights of youth to participate in the realization of their own health and well-being.
ASTRA believes that EU should monitor sexuality education programs and policies of Member States to ensure that they provide factual information and do not promote myths, fears, or misconceptions. Such programs should raise awareness among young people concerning the importance of medical tests, contraception, STI’s (including HIV/AIDS) prevention as well as understanding of the abortion issue.
Regarding the crucial role of the EU in making healthcare a more accessible, high-quality, cost-effective, sustainable and safe service for citizens, and one in which both health professionals and citizens can increasingly share ASTRA wants to ensure that the new telemedicine initiatives and stakeholder involvement in e-Health is also focused on the field of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR). 
As E-Health can play a crucial role in all new EU countries ASTRA would also like to propose that e-Health implements a large-scale pilot project on e-Health interoperability in EU countries in the light of the above concerns. 
ASTRA believes that e-Health will consider addressing the status and access to information of sexual and reproductive health in CEE countries as one of priority issues in health strategy for coming years. E-Health should ensure that an equal cross-border healthcare provision is available to all citizens and especially to women.
ASTRA would also like to bring attention of the DG Sanco to the fact that in a number of  Member States women face limited access to contraception as well as safe and legal abortion. This situation leaves many women in vulnerable conditions which threaten their life and health. As such we believe that the new Work Plan should use the e-Health as an opportunity to:
· Exchange information and improve knowledge about best legal and policy standards regarding full range of reproductive health services, including abortion, financial coverage and decriminalization of pregnancy termination in countries where the law denies women’s right to decide freely over their bodies. 
· Allow for access of women and men to contraception at a reasonable cost and of a suitable nature for them as well as compulsory sexuality education for young people.
Lack of access to accurate information and financial means to access appropriate contraceptives has led to high rates of unwanted and unplanned pregnancies resulting in abortion, many of which are done in unsafe conditions threatening women’s life and health.
ASTRA look forward to DG Sanco including the above issues in its Work Plan for 2009. We are also ready to provide any additional information and data that would reinforce our propositions.
On behalf of ASTRA Network
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