Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights in Central 
and Eastern Europe: 
ASTRA Conference on current issues and strategies 

14th July 2007 

Bright and early on the 14th, representatives from ASTRA member organizations, ASTRA Advisory Board members, ASTRA Secretariat, and many other activists interested in the area of  sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) in the Central and Eastern European region met at the Gromada Hotel and Conference Center for a one day conference.  The day opened with the premiere of ASTRA’s much anticipated documentary, Breaking the Silence.  The film is powerful and moving, and covers a very wide range of issues in the region, including access to safe abortion, sexuality education, the rights and experiences of HIV+ women, quality of care for women, especially pregnant women, issues around virginity and stigma, and access to contraception.  After a lovely and lively lunch, participants learned about some of the most pressing issues and challenges in the region as well as potential strategic tools for addressing these issues.
Wanda Nowicka, from the ASTRA Secretariat, opened the conference with welcoming remarks and a general overview of the day.  Attendees then participated in the first viewing of ASTRA’s documentary film, Breaking the Silence, which tells the stories of sexual and reproductive health and rights in six Eastern European countries.  The documentary was made possible thanks to a award from the Sigrid Rausing Trust, and is to be distributed widely and screened at festivals across the globe over the next few years.  ASTRA and its member organizations have been working on this documentary film for nearly two years.  The film is powerful and moving, and covers a very wide range of issues in the region, including access to safe abortion, sexuality education, the rights and experiences of HIV+ women, quality of care for women, especially pregnant women, issues around virginity and stigma, and access to contraception.  After the film, audience members were so enthralled and deep in thought, that the discussion actually took a little while to take off.  However, by the end of the session, participants were sharing their stories, their experiences watching the film, and their hopes and plans for using this film as a tool to raised awareness and to advocate for the realization of SRHR in CEE.  Film director Ewa Pytka  and other film participants were in attendance to answer questions and share stories about the making of the film.  

After lunch, representatives from ASTRA Youth presented on their recent successful YES campaign launch in Zagreb, Croatia.  Drazen Pulijc, ASTRA Youth representative from the Croatian Youth Network, gave an overview of the battle over sexuality education in Croatia, highlighting ASTRA Youth’s decision to launch their campaign in Croatia.  On 1st June 2007, International Children’s Day, the ASTRA Youth delegation together with CESI: Center for Education, Counselling and Research, organized a presentation for governmental representatives, Croatian MPs, political stakeholders, NGOs and media.  On Saturday, 2nd of June 2007, ASTRA Youth and CESI organized a public street event to promote the YES campaign and meet the young people that crowded to the city center. Attendees included members of the Croatian Youth Net, the International Federation of Medical Students’ Associations, and even a pair of jugglers.  There was a stand with materials such as  t-shirts, condoms and leaflets, as well as peer educators who demonstrated proper condom and interactive games and contests.  Within about one hour ASTRA Youth handed out nearly 100 t-shirts, while volunteers spoke with young people on the streets and handed out leaflets with condoms attached. Promotional coasters were given to people sitting in nearby cafes.  The reactions of young people and bystanders to our YES campaign were very enthusiastic.  ASTRA Youth managed to collect many signatures to their manifesto on the rights of young persons to comprehensive sexuality education and received positive, supportive feedback. 

The rest of the afternoon’s sessions were filled with presentations of “hot” topics.  To kick off the afternoon’s discussions, Vicky Claeys, Regional Director for Europe from the International Planned Parenthood Federation spoke on the political challenges to the realization of SRHR in Europe today.  She highlighted the political fears and perceptions which translate into challenges and opposition for advocates, especially declining populations, strong civil society, sexuality, migration, and security.  Vicky also examined how public support is critical to receive political commitment and therefore funding support, but that we may be facing problems with garnering widespread public support.  Threats, religious pressure, and composition of governments all play a major role as well.  Actions that Vicky suggested to address this political climate included revising advocacy strategies to incorporate broader political agendas, become more visible for gaining public support, and enlisting media, youth, and parliamentarians.  The bottom line is that we all need to work together.

Second, Christina Zampas, Legal Advisor for Europe for the Center for Reproductive Rights, presented her new paper on Reproductive Rights and Gender Equality: Fundamentals of Demographic Policies in Europe.  Christina highlighted that there is growing concern at the EU over ageing populations, declining birth rates, and migration.  Different countries have addressed the issues differently, but ASTRA’s concern is ensuring that SRHR are not restricted and are in fact protected in demography policies and programmes.  The paper, which will be formally launched in the near future, highlights how restricting SRHR under the guise of demography concerns is amounts to a violation of human rights.  The paper also explores poor practices and best practices, and closes with a series of recommendations to the EU and Member States.   

Third, Rodica Comendant, coordinator of the International Consortium for Medical Abortion - ICMA (as well as ASTRA member from Reproductive Health Training Center in Moldova) presented the potential role of medical abortion in the process of making abortion safer worldwide and access to medical abortion in Eastern European countries.  Rodica highlighted the key issues in access to safe abortion and common trends in the abortion situation in Eastern Europe.  She then briefly reviewed what exactly medical abortion is and why it is important.  According to Rodica and the ICMA, medical abortion can make abortion earlier, more accessible, safer, less traumatic, less medicalized, and less expensive. Even though medical abortion is a safe and effective method, and indeed in many cases preferable to older methods, there are still significant barriers in this region.  Some sustainable strategies to breaking down these barriers include experience-sharing, information, education, and communication targeting potential users to increase demand, advocacy for women’s rights, and increasing provider knowledge.  More information is available at: http://www.medicalabortionconsortium.org/ 

Fourth and finally, to close out the day, Magda Krzy¿anowska -  Mierzewska, Legal Counsel, Registry, from the European Court of Human Rights presented her paper written for ASTRA  “Why should Central and Eastern European Countries Ratify Protocol No. 12 to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (Anti-Discrimination Protocol)? How would the Ratification Enhance the Protection of Women’s Rights?”  After a background briefing on the Convention, the Court, and the Protocol, Magda noted both the shortcomings of the protocol, what can be gained from the protocol, and points for debate.  Though the scope of the Protocol is limited and has been interpreted by the Court in a restricted way, there are still potential uses in the area of SRHR, such as strengthening the protection of equality through individual petitions and by highlighting equality issues and perhaps serve as an impetus to review anti-discrimination legal frameworks.  Some questions for ASTRA members to consider are whether they may want to lobby for home country ratification and, if they have already ratified, if there is a possible litigation strategy to engage with Protocol No. 12.    

The day closed with an open floor discussion and question and answer session on the four topics presented in the afternoon.  Wanda Nowicka’s closing remarks highlighted that the purpose of the conference was to show what the current problems and issues are in the region and to show different directions that could be taken to improve the situation (such as working with politicians, demographic policies, medical abortion, and Protocol No. 12).  

