ASTRA in Brussels 

15-19 March 2003 twelve ASTRA Network representatives from 13 countries of CEE/CIS visited Brussels to gain knowledge and first hand experience of EU institutions and especially the European Parliament, as well as Brussels-based NGOs. The visit focused on the role those institutions and organizations play in the field of reproductive and sexual health and rights. Since ASTRA came to Brussels to raise concrete advocacy issues at the European Parliament, it was particularly important that the representatives of the Network gained an understanding of the system well and existing ways and means of effective promotion of reproductive and sexual health and right (RSHR) issues in Central and Eastern Europe at the European Union level. 

Meetings in the European Parliament 

The first important element of Astra’s Brussels visit was an informal meeting organized by French Member of the European Parliament (MEP) Ms. Genevieve Fraisse of the Committee on Women’s Rights and Equal Opportunities with a group of 12 Members of European Parliament (EP), which included members of Women’s Committee – Ms. Anna Karamanou, the Chair, Ms. Marianne Eriksson and Olga Zrihen (Vice Chairs), Ms. Anne Van Lancker, Ms. Joke Swiebel, Ms. Christa Prets, Ms. Maria Martens as well as Ms. Elisabeth Schroedter (Committee of Foreign Affairs) and Ms. Ulla Sandbaek (Committee on Development and Cooperation). During the meeting a number of issues related to sexual and reproductive health and rights were raised. 

ASTRA congratulated the Women’s Committee on Resolution on Reproductive and Sexual Health and Rights (RSHR) – a document which was produced last year and which is of particular importance as far as CEE region is concerned. This is despite that its impact is of moral and standard rather setting than of law enforcing nature. Its importance is even greater since most Central and Eastern European governments including Accession Countries address RSHR in their policies and programs in a highly insufficient degree manner. The Resolution has been promoted by ASTRA in the Report presented in the EP – Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights in Central and Eastern Europe. 

ASTRA expressed concern that sexual and reproductive health and rights are not satisfactorily protected by the European Union. SRHR, located in the public health portfolio, exceeds beyond public health issues, and are closely linked to human rights and gender equality issues. Despite this their human rights aspects as well as gender equality dimensions are ignored in public health portfolio. Therefore, ASTRA believes that SRHR should be addressed more frequently by respective EP Committees and, moreover, the EU should extent its competencies in this area. Although MEPs agreed with ASTRA assessment, they expressed doubts whether SRHR could be linked to a greater degree to human rights and gender equality policies of the EU and whether the EU would extend its competencies to those areas in the near future. Those concerns of the Committee are partly connected to the fact that at the moment it is attempting to expand the competencies of EU on violence, and so far it is without success. 

Moreover, ASTRA raised the issue of new democracies being particularly vulnerable to pressure of religious fundamentalists and nationalists. This vulnerability often results in restrictive policies and laws in the area of RSHR which are developed ignoring the critical opinion of the societies. Such discrepancy between the opinion of the societies and decision-makers quite often is leading to ideologically-based policies and laws including those affecting access to abortion, family planning and sex education. 

This can be illustrated by recent request of Polish government for the inclusion of an additional declaration on morality and protection of life to the Polish Accession Treaty. Slovakia is still considering the introduction of such an annex. These declarations have been undertaken in spite of strong protests in respective countries. Although they are not legally binding, they certainly may have negative impact on the policies in RHR in these countries in the future. As a direct effect of ASTRA meetings and conversations with Elisabeth Schroedter (Committee of Foreign Affairs, Human Rights, Common Security and Defense Policy) and Patsy Sorensen (Joint Parliamentary Committee of EU and Poland), Ms. Schroedter proposed the amendment to reject such declarations from the Accession Treaty. On the next day, during the voting in the Committee on Foreign Affairs on the Copenhagen Report on Enlargement, the Amendment of Ms. Schroedter got majority however, the Chair Mr. Elmar Brok, expressed his opinion this amendment could negatively affect the national referendum on enlargement, therefore, he supports strongly the Polish government and their concessions to the church. He completely ignored the fear of the women and homosexual groups. Then he asked to repeat this vote. In the second voting the amendment was rejected. Ms. Schroedter is determined to raise the same issue in the plenary session of the European Parliament. Although the final result of these efforts can be easily predicted, it is important that such highly controversial initiatives are critically addressed in the European Parliament. 

During this meeting as well as the former meeting with Ms. Ulla Sandbaek Rapporteur of the Report on Aid for Policies and Actions on Reproductive and Sexual Health and Rights in Developing Countries, the issues of funding for RSHR in CEE have been raised bearing in mind the weakness of the Central and Eastern European countries policies in that area and the difficulties of NGOs in their attempts to defend women's rights related to reproductive and sexual health. As a direct result of these meeting and the suggestions coming from Ms. Sandbaek, ASTRA submitted immediately a request to the European Commission for the European Union budget for 2004 to include a specific budget line for the actions undertaken by NGOs in the field of sexual and reproductive health and rights. 

Several MEPs raised the issue of forced sterilization of Roma women in Slovakia as reported by the Center for Reproductive Rights. The delegation of the European Parliament will soon go to Slovakia with fact-finding mission with the strong support of the Commissioner Mr. Guenter Verheugen. 

Additionally, Ms. Sorensen during individual meeting with Russian and Polish representatives promised to support Russian project on sexual education for young people. 

ASTRA raised also the global issues related to RSHR. Taking into account increasing difficulties in sustaining commitments to RSHR at the United Nations, especially caused by the strong opposition of the US administration during the Children’s Summit and UN ESCAP in Bankok. ASTRA requested the stronger voice and action of the EU representatives at the UN (Commission on Population and Development and follow-up conferences related to Cairo+10). We also encouraged for stronger and coordinated collaboration with partners from other regions committed to Cairo agenda. 

Meetings with members of European Parliament turned out to be a very useful starting point for building partnerships and collaboration between the EU institutions and the civil society in the CEE. In the final statement Ms. Karamanou expressed hope for increasing effective collaboration with ASTRA. Hopefully, in the future a Public Hearing on reproductive and sexual health and rights in CEE region will be organized. 

Meetings with Brussels-based NGOs 

Meetings with Brussels-based NGOs turned were helpful in clearer understanding the best ways of advocating for women’s issues in the EU institutions. 

During the meeting with Mary McPhail of the European Women’s Lobby, structural issues of the EU decision-making system were discussed, in particular, the co-decision procedure which bases the legislative decision-making processes on dialogue and negotiation between Parliament/the Council of Ministers and the Commission. Unlike the cooperation procedure, in which the Council has the last word, the codecision procedure provides for a stage of conciliation between the representatives of the Council and Parliament (Conciliation Committee) in cases where the Council is unable to accept all of Parliament's second-reading amendments, and makes it possible for the latter ultimately to reject the act adopted by the Council. The codecision procedure thus provides for the adoption of a common act by the Council and Parliament. The codecision procedure is seen, by and large, in a fairly positive light as more democratic, and therefore is supported by NGOs. 

During the meeting with Salima Chitalia of the IPPF, the EU Public Health Programme and Work Plan 2003 was the major issue raised as it has recently been adopted and the call for proposals has started. (See later) 

Meetings with Brussels-based NGOs led to some interesting observations: NGOs operating in Brussels are focusing on European Parliament much more than on the European Commission or other EU institutions. It also seems to be a gap in the local NGOs map: groups focusing on women’s issues address gender issues mainly within social policy of the EU and they certainly do not prioritize RSHR in their activities. On the other hand, NGOs specifically focusing on RSHR do not take up all gender dimensions of RSHR. Hence, it seems that there is plenty of space for more concentrated efforts in this area. 

ASTRA visit in Brussels was possible thanks to the support of the Network of Women’s Program of OSI. 

The participants of ASTRA study tour: Martina Belic, (BABE), Croatia; Eva Foldvari (OSI), Hungary; Gundega Gravite (FPA), Latvia; Esmeralda Kuliesyte (FPA), Lithuania; Evgenia Kulikova (Novgorod Gender Center), Russia; Jivka Marinova (Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation); Galyna Maystruk (“Women Health & Family Planning”), Ukraine; Rubena Moisiu (FPA) Albania; Wanda Nowicka, Krystyna Kacpura (Federation for Women and Family Planning), Poland; Olga Pietruchova (NGO Pro Choice), Slovakia; Ludmila Petina (Women’s Independent Democratic Movement of Belarus); Mihaela Poenariu (Eastern European Institute for Reproductive Health), Romania 
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