Report on the ASTRA strategy planning session
and the advocacy workshop
20-23 September 2003, Sofia, Bulgaria 
In September 20-23, 2003, ASTRA strategy planning session and advocacy workshop took place in Sofia, Bulgaria. This time Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation (ASTRA member) organised the session. Personally, Jivka Marinova from the Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation was coordinating logistical issues connected with the meeting. 
The following members of ASTRA (21 persons) participated in the meeting: 
Belic, Martina – Be active be emancipated (B.a.b.e.), Croatia
Bulotaite, Evelina – Family Planning and Sexual Health Association of Lithuania
Draghici, Daniela – Ipas
Georgieva, Dessislava – Bulgarian Family Planning Association
Kacpura, Krystyna – Federation for Women and Family Planning, Poland (ASTRA Secretariat) 
Lapcevic, Ana – CESI, Center for Education and Counseling of Women, Croatia
Lukovitskaja, Elena – Novgorod Gender Center, Russia
Maistruk, Galina – Women Health and Family Planning, Ukraine
Marinova, Jivka – Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation
Misja, Adriana – Albanian Family Planning Association
Nowicka, Wanda – Federation for Women and Family Planning, Poland (ASTRA Secretariat) 
Pavlova, Bojura – Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation
Petina, Ludmila – Women's Independent Democratic Movement of Belarus
Pietruchova, Olga – Pro Choice, Slovakia
Poenariu, Mihaela – The East European Institute for Reproductive Health, Romania
Stamenkova, Radosveta – Bulgarian Family Planning Association
Stefanczyk, Iwona – Federation for Women and Family Planning, Poland (ASTRA Secretariat) 
Vardanyan, Susanna – Women's Rights Center of Armenia
Verulashvili, Ia – Women's Center, Georgia
Vitina, Zane – Family Planning and Sexual Health Association of Latvia
Zampas, Christina – Center for Reproductive Rights, USA 
Goals of the meeting  

The goal of the meeting was to establish ASTRA consistent strategic plan, as well as ASTRA advocacy implementation plan (with concrete activities to be undertaken). The event was divided into two parts: strategy planning session, which took place on 20th and 21st of September, and advocacy workshop connected with advocacy implementation planning session, which took place on 22nd and 23rd of September. The meeting was aimed at 1) strengthening ASTRA capacity and 2) strengthening ASTRA members advocacy skills. The meeting in Sofia was first one of periodical strategy planning sessions provided for in ASTRA program of activities. 

 

Strategy planning session 
The strategy planning session was facilitated by Radosveta Stamenkova and Dessislava Georgieva from Bulgarian Family Planning Association. The meeting began with the expectations (issues to be covered) raised by the participants, such as:
How can associate members participate in strategy planning of ASTRA? (Daniela Draghici); what is the responsibility of every member for the work of ASTRA? (Susana Vardanyan); review of the current strategies of ASTRA (Christina Zampas); advantages for organisations and women in ASTRA members' countries from membership in ASTRA (Krystyna Kacpura); how to achieve external and internal goals of the network? (Olga Pietruchova); expectations for future: plans, goals, resources, funding (Galina Maistruk); what we can achieve as a network that we would not be able to achieve separately? (Iwona Stefanczyk); prepare a strategic plan that ASTRA members will be able to use as a working document (Zane Vitina); what ASTRA wants to do, where is it going, what is the status of RSHR in the region? (Mihaela Poenariu). 
After the introduction of facilitators and participants and expressing expectations for the session, Wanda Nowicka, on behalf of the Secretariat of ASTRA, presented ASTRA programmatic report, and Krystyna Kacpura presented financial report. 

Galina Maistruk reminded that the Secretariat was tasked with preparing draft ASTRA mission and draft strategic document to serve as a basis for strategic plan development. This task was completed and these documents were basis for the works during both strategy planning and advocacy implementation planning sessions. 

During the strategy planning session common values for ASTRA, vision of future of the region, as well as of ASTRA Network, have been formulated. Stress was laid on the need of consensus in the strategy planning process. As basic elements of ASTRA vision, the following issues have been agreed: 

Reproductive and sexual health and rights (RSHR); 

Implementation of RSHR as fundamental human rights in CEE. 

After a short discussion, ASTRA members agreed that the region in which ASTRA operates should be referred to as Central and Eastern Europe, as defined by United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), except Western European and non-European countries. In accordance with it, it was decided that notion "Eurasian countries" should be deleted form ASTRA documents, as well as mission statement and strategic plan. 

The mission of ASTRA

The following formulation of the mission of ASTRA was developed during the strategy planning session and accepted by all the participants: 

ASTRA is a network of NGOs and individuals advocating in a collective voice for women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights in CEE (defining the region geographically).
ASTRA works for the advancement of SRHR 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 SRR. Special attention is given to youth and other underserved groups. 

Also, ASTRA strategic plan, consisting of goals, objectives and linked to them activities, has been developed (see Annex 1). Main goals of ASTRA, as decided during the meeting, are: 

GOAL 1: Promote, protect and advance women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) in CEE. (this goal is aimed at advocacy skills building for ASTRA). 


GOAL 2: Strengthen ASTRA role as the regional voice on RSHR issues at the int’l, regional and national levels, focusing on the UN, the EU, and the Council of Europe (this goal concerns positioning – in an external/global context – of ASTRA Network).


GOAL 3: Consolidate and expand ASTRA as a regional network of advocates on RSHR (this goal is internal and concerns capacity building and development of ASTRA). 

Advocacy workshop 
Next two days of the meeting were devoted to advocacy workshop (facilitated by Daniela Draghici, Ipas policy consultant) and building advocacy implementation plan. Participants discussed issues of advocacy - what is it, where it starts, what it aims at. Golas of the workshop were as follows: introduce the network to the concept and practice of advocacy; learn how to design and implement advocacy campaign, and how to examine and apply tools for advocacy. Participants completed an exercise on structuring a process of advocacy campaign. As a part of experience sharing, participants discussed the issue of fundraising as a part of advocacy process. 
During the advocacy workshop ASTRA advocacy implementation plan has was developed. Several objectives have been chosen as the most important to be realised and detailed plans, consisting of activities, recognised needed resources, and timetables were created. Also, persons responsible for particular activities were chosen (see Annex 2). 

Objectives and activities ASTRA will focus on in the near future are: 

1. Objective 1.1. Advocate for the implementation of the internationally accepted sexual and reproductive health and rights standards (incl. Cairo and Beijing agreements (UN) as well as EU policies) at international, regional and national levels; Activity 1.1.2. Secure the reaffirmation and implementation of the commitments made in Cairo and Beijing during Cairo+10, Beijing+10; 

2. Objective 1.5. Advocate for the allocation of funds for NGOs in the field of RSHR in CEE; 

3. Objective 2.1. Increase ASTRA visibility and presence on international and regional level; Objective 2.2. Strengthen European Union and Council of Europe gender and health policies, with special focus on SRHR. 

During the workshop also a message development exercise was completed by participants. Messages written by the participants concern activities chosen for implementation (see Annex 2). 

ASTRA Network internal structure 
Other relevant issues, such as internal structure and legal status of ASTRA, were discussed during the session. A decision was made not to change legal status of ASTRA, i.e. to continue operating as a network. A discussion on differences between a network and a coalition took place during the meeting, as participants assigned different meanings to these words. Following arguments, indicating advantages stemming from operating as a network, have been given by the participants: 
· Network is better than the coalition, because it is fair and equal; 

· Ability to focus on what ASTRA wants to achieve, not on coalition building; 

· Network is an independent community of organisations, exchanging information; 

· Network shares common issues and goals; 

· ASTRA as a network can be heard better; 

· Coalition is not a higher state for the network, network does not need to become coalition; 

· Coalition is done for more concrete goals, while network has broader vision; 

· Lack of hierarchy, horizontal structure; 

· remaining open; 

· Flexibility, but consistence; 

· Strong educational component, ASTRA members can learn a lot one from another; 

· Mobilization; 

· Partnership; 

· Trust; 

· Membership based on a will to belong, not on a must; 

· Provision of information; 

· Possibilities to solve problems. 

ASTRA members - short presentations 
After the advocacy workshop, participants made short presentations of situation of ASTRA member organizations. 
Adriana Misja presented the situation in Albania and works of Albanian Family Planning Association: new legislation on sexual and reproductive health and rights has been abopted, yet there are problems with its implementation and service providers: new guidelines for the quality of services are needed. Ongoing activities: advocacy with policy makers and other influencials. AFPA have activities and books for youth, run two youth centers, in Tirana (Internet café, information providing: CV writing, job seeking etc.; paper of IPPF on the sexual and reproductive health and rights, booklets) and Skodra. 

Susanna Vardanyan presented the situation in Armenia and activities of Women's Rights Center of Armenia. She debriefed needs for future: sex education for women as well as for the whole population, esp. youth and people from rural areas; access to free of charge safe abortion, contraception, and education; free of charge services for girls – victims of violence and sex abuse (including safe, anonymous abortion). Activities of the Center: training for 40 villages (district Erevan) on domestic violence and violation of RSHR; training for doctors and nurses on domestic violence as violation of sexual and reproductive health and rights. 

Jivka Marinova spoke of the situation in Bulgaria and activities of Bulgarian Gender Research Foundation: BGRF received support from Open Society Institute (for health program related to sexual and reproductive health). She mentioned Bulgaria needs changes in legislation in the field of sexual and reproductive health and rights. Part of BGRF activities are round tables, and meetings with policy makers. BGRF received also support from UNFPA for the health program. 

Ludmila Petina presented the situation in Belarus and activities of Women's Independent Democratic Movement of Belarus: she described a project on demographic situation of the country; spoke of restrictions made on access to abortion. She presented organisation's activities: seminars for journalists and human rights organizations, roundtables with politicians; research on sexual behaviour of population. Coalition of women’s NGOs has been established to realise organisation’s project on demographic situation. Poor situation for NGOs, being under pressure from the goverment, has been mentioned, as well as very bad conditions for foundations in Belarus. 

Martina Belic spoke of the situation in Croatia and presented activities of Be active be emancipated: she described legal initiatives in the country: law on gender equality, law on domestic violence, family law, law on same sex couples, law on maternity. B.a.b.e. activities, such as monitoring laws from gender perspectives in South East Europe, documents analysis, advocacy for reinclusion of sex education in school curricula, advocacy for broad access to contraception, education on sexual and reproductive health issues, were covered. 

Ia Verulashvili reported on the situation in Georgia and presented activities of Women's Center. She described Georgian legislation in the field of health issues and patients rights. Law on abortion, has not been passed yet and has remained under works of the parliament for several years. Center's activities: conference for lawyers (representatives of the health department of the parliament) to lobby for the law on abortion (2002). Health group: project on healthy lifestyle education. 

Zane Vitina spoke of the situation of Latvia and presented works of Family Planning and Sexual Health Association of Latvia: in 2003 Ministry of Health worked on the information on abortion – they developed a scary information kit, stressing the risk of abortion, listing possible complications etc., it has been included in the law since August 2003. Churches in Latvia are active in pro-life campaigns. Two guidelines of association of gynecologists were published: on delivery at home and medical abortion. Statistics on HIV, abortions and STIs in the country improved. Sex education at schools is not good enough, it is a field for activities of NGOs and medical centers. The association activities: providing training for doctors and good quality services. 

Evelyna Bulotaite presented the situation in Lithuania and activities of Family Planning and Sexual Health Association of Lithuania. A discussion in the country on sex education in schools (now included in biology curriculum, which is not enough, and there is a need for having it separately) was mentioned. Organisation's activities were debriefed: cooperation with Swedish association; meeting with the Minister of Health. Official opinion of the European Union health observer about the situation in Lithuania was presented, with focus on bad situation with sexually transmitted infections. Law on abortion is under construction in the Ministry of Health. In 2001 draft law on reproductive health were lodged in the parliament. Good law was agreed, and sent to Ministry of Justice and Prime Minister. After consulting it with bishops, they both rejected the law. The bill is back in Parliament, works on it continue. 

Wanda Nowicka presented the situation in Poland and activities of the Federation for Women and Family Planning. She stressed the importance of elections to the European Parliament and suggested it is time for ASTRA members to involve in the process. There is a need to consider what will be with women’s NGOs from the region. European Women's Lobby is lobbying NGOs in the region to join it. Some Polish NGOs want to do so. Maybe NGOs from the region should consider constituting some kind of sub-regional platform to get identity of this part of the world. The question remains whether we have capacity to do this. NGOs from the region should consider whether issues that are of importance to them can be represented in EWL. The problem is NGOs from the region have little funds, while EWL has much more. Medical abortion was presented as strategic issue for ASTRA. There is a need for support of this method. Activities: the Federation organised information campaign on medical abortion before Langenort arrived at Poland: it succeeded in media, raised public debate, some MPs promised support. Women were interested very much in the method. It was also mentioned that Polish government tried to raise restrictions on MGOs, i.e. charge them with income tax. 

Mihaela Poenariu and Daniela Draghici spoke of the situation in Romania. Mihaela Poenariu presented also activities of the East European Institute for Reproductive Health. In Romania government removed plenipotentiary for mother and child from ministry of health. It is not known whether new ministry will allocate money for family planning services; donors are, however, interested in supporting them. The issue of violence against women remains uncovered by the government. Abortion is legal, but there are no standards for abortion provision. No technical guidance for doctors, no guidance for MVA or VA provision. No standards for post-abortion family planning provision. No training on use of MVA – only one private clinic uses it, the method is not used in state hospitals. Activities: Research in Eastern Europe in obstetrics: interhospital care. Conclusions will be delivered to East African countries.
Daniela Draghici suggested that ASTRA could start cooperation with Women’s Health Coalition of Romania (as ANA – Romanian Society for Feminist Analysis – is inactive in ASTRA – ANA's office is closed, so WHCR could replace it). At the website www.policyproject.com advocacy training manual in English is available. 

Elena Lukovitskaya debriefed the situation in Russia and presented activities of Novgorod Gender Center. On 11 August access to abortion was restricted in Russia. There was a discussion in media and NGOs about the problem. The problem of lack of men’s involvement in contraception use (as appeared from a gender situation research) was mentioned, as well as low quality of gynecological services in state clinics. 

Olga Pietruchova spoke about the situation in Slovakia nad presented activities of Pro Choice: in Slovakia there are attempts at restricting access to abortion (Christian Democratic party tries to restrict or ban abortion other than for medical reasons). They also proposed to include in the law a statement on protection of life from conception, but failed to push the law, now the bill proposal is at the 

Constitutional Court

. The issue of abortion on genetically damaged foetus was mentioned. It is allowed until 24 week of gestation, but there are attempts at changing this. There are severe controversies around the law on abortion. The Church opposes the law, as well as contraception and sex education. 

Galina Maistruk presented the situation in Ukraine and activities of Women Health and Family Planning: Last December obligatory national survey on population was conducted. It showed that Ukraine lost four million people compared to Soviet Union times. Unofficial amount given by surveyors is eight million. Mortality rate remain high. Abortion rate did not raise. Orthodox Church is not involved in actions against accessibility of abortion. There is a problem of unsafe abortions: services in hospitals are of low quality, there is high rate of complications. Sex education is not included in school curricula, only NGOs make efforts to change it, but teachers are conservative and do not want to include it into their lessons. AIDS epidemic is spreading in Ukraine. Ukrainian government asked for 70 million USD help from USAID. It is not known how NGOs will be involved, due to the lack of transparency. Network of NGOs working in the field of sexual and reproductive rights has been created in Ukraine. Last year USAID funded a project consisting of 6 training sessions for journalists, prepared by specialists in gynecology and obstetrics, focused on RSHR issues. Program of sex education for youth, has been developed, which will be funded by municipal authorities of Kiev.  

Christina Zampas presented activities of the Center for Reproductive Rights: CRR works in partnerships with local NGOs, offers technical assistance, lawyers offer help on reproductive rights in the framework of human rights. CRR is looking for draft laws on reproductive rights in the region and assuring non-discrimination in the law. In the next two years: CRR, in cooperation with NEWW, will prepare training for lawyers from the region on RSHR, fellowships in the US, trainings on how to bring cases to national courts and ECHR. How to use human rights system to advance women’s rights. Domestic violence, trafficking, RR, employment discrimination will be included in training for lawyers. CRR will work on reproductive rights issue in these training sessions. NGOs from the field are invited. ASTRA involvement should be discussed.  

Daniela Draghici presented activities of Ipas: a survey on women’s reproductive choice will be conducted in Albania, Romainia, Slovakia, Poland and Russia, as a part of Beijing+10 preparations. Ipas also provides information on MVA and medical abortion. 

