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Warsaw, 15-04-2007

Dear Ministers for Health, 

I am writing to you on behalf of ASTRA Network on the occasion of the forthcoming Informal Meeting of Ministers for Health on 17 of April 2007 in Brdo, Slovenia.

ASTRA Network truly appreciates the important role of the High-Level Committee on Public Health in developing European Health Policy and is looking forward to the outcomes of the Committee’s last meeting from April 2-3 in Brdo. 

ASTRA Network is working in the field of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR). Our efforts aim to guarantee that the issues of SRHR are adequately recognized as important factors affecting the quality of life and that those issues are treated with adequate priority on international, regional and national health agendas. ASTRA is constantly monitoring the situation in Europe, incl. CEE countries concerning the reproductive and sexual health. We would like to present to the High-Level Committee the realistic picture of the situation in the region and draw your attention to the one of burning problems that requires a European Union response. 

Due to the fact that part of this important meeting will be devoted to ensuring a systematic approach to setting priorities and monitoring the achievement of objectives under the European Union's first comprehensive health strategy in the field of public health and health care, we would like to recommend that European Ministers will consider addressing the status of sexual and reproductive health in Central and Eastern Europe as one of priority issues in health strategy for coming years. 

In a number of countries of the European Union as well as in of the CEE region reproductive health remains to be inadequately addressed by state policies and programs. Limited access to contraceptive services as well as sexuality information and education often leads to undesired pregnancies and high numbers of abortions which are easily preventable if properly addressed. Still many women are denied access to modern contraceptive methods because of financial inaccessibility.  Unwanted pregnancies constitute a major public health concern everywhere but especially in these European countries where abortion is criminalized. Limited access to safe and legal abortion is leaving many women in vulnerable situations which threaten their life and health. Accurate and scientifically – based sexuality education and access to reproductive health services is also limited due to the growing influence of conservative forces, including the Catholic Church. Moreover, sexually transmitted infections – including HIV/AIDS – rates have dramatically risen, especially amongst adolescents and women in some countries and experts predict that this crisis will likely spread to other CEE countries if there are no strong rights-based prevention programmes in place. 

I truly believe these issues will also be addressed during the forthcoming meeting of the Ministers for Health.

I would also like to draw your attention to the recent ASTRA reports: “Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights in Europe. Report to the European Union.” and “Youth Voice - Report on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights in the Central and Eastern Europe and Balkan Countries.”

They are available at ASTRA website: www.astra.org.pl (www.astra.org.pl/srhrEU.pdf, www.astra.org.pl/youth_report.pdf).

The reports will also be sent in hard copy to HLCPH members. 

On behalf of ASTRA Network

Yours Sincerely,
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Wanda Nowicka

ASTRA Coordinator




Central and Eastern European Women’s Network for Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights








