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28-09-2008

Dear Participants of the 2nd Equality Summit, Paris, September 29 – 30, 2008,
I am writing to you on behalf of ASTRA - the Central and Eastern European Women’s Network for Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights - on the occasion of the Summit on Equality held on 29 and 30 September 2008 in Paris. 

ASTRA is an network of 29 NGOs from throughout the region, including NGOs in both member states of the EU and in neighboring countries that works to promote and advance sexual and reproductive health and rights at the regional and international level, including at the European Union.
We would like to ensure you that ASTRA Network truly appreciates the important role of the meetings of delegates and representatives from the field of equal opportunities in promoting appropriate anti - discrimination  policy and assessing implementation of its principles  in the European Union.
2007 - the European Year of Equal Opportunities for All, based on contributions it received from the European institutions, civil society and the social partners, resulted in a  comprehensive approach to step up action against discrimination and promote equal opportunities. Nevertheless, discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity is still prevalent in European Union albeit in some countries at a higher level than in others. 
Women’s sexual and reproductive rights are still not enough respected and in several of the EU Member States even repressed and/or denied. There is no doubt that if women are not able to exercise SRHR, which should be considered as absolutely basic right in a healthy democratic society, they will never be equal. Inability to enjoy sexual and reproductive rights stems from discrimination based on gender. This issue should be addressed in social policies of the EU including the new anti-discriminatory directive. Therefore, we are concerned that the new anti-discriminatory directive includes provisions that might have negative impact on the prevention of gender discrimination related the reproductive health issues and may seriously delay the achievement of gender equality in Europe. We believe that negative references to reproductive rights included in the draft of the directive should be removed. 

As the forthcoming summit is supposed to give fresh impetus to anti-discrimination efforts and the promotion of equality by creating a longer term perspective, ASTRA would like to draw your attention to the fact that the question of sexual and reproductive rights is very important for raising awareness among Europeans of their rights to equal treatment and a life without discrimination. 
A Roadmap for equality between women and men, 2006-2010 adopted by The European Commission on 1 March 2006 foresees the promotion of gender equality as a basic human right in external and development policies and that “improving sexual and reproductive health is strongly linked to the achievement of MDG 3 (gender equality and the empowerment of women)”.  The French Presidency of the Council of the European Union has placed equal opportunities and the fight against discrimination at the heart of the EU’s social agenda. As applying the principles of non-discrimination effectively should be tantamount to respecting women’s rights including their sexual and reproductive rights. ASTRA would like to encourage you to address the SRHR issue as one of priority issues in anti - discrimination strategy for the coming year (especially in Central and Eastern Europe, where the problem with its implementation seems to be the most disturbing). We believe that more attention should be paid to the inadequate policies in the area of SRHR in many European countries as well as to its impact on discrimination based on sex.
I truly believe these issues will also be addressed during the forthcoming Equality Summit. We thank you for your attention to this issue.
On behalf of ASTRA Network

Yours sincerely,
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Wanda Nowicka

ASTRA Coordinator

CC: Prime Ministers and Ministers of Foreign Affairs of EU Member States
ASTRA Secretariat, ul. Nowolipie 13/15, 00-150 Warsaw, Poland, ph/fax 48.22.635 9395, nwanda@federa.org.pl 
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