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Warsaw, 30-04-2008

Dear Participants of e-Health Conference, 

I am writing to you on behalf of ASTRA Network on the occasion of the forthcoming e-Health Conference on 5 of May 2008 in Portorož, Slovenia.

ASTRA Network truly appreciates the important role of the E-Health Conferences and Expert Meetings in the e-Health annual policy awareness-raising agenda. Regarding the crucial role of the EU in making healthcare a more accessible, high-quality, cost-effective, sustainable and safe service for citizens, and one in which both health professionals and citizens can increasingly share we want to ensure that the new telemedicine initiatives and stakeholder involvement in e-Health is also focused on the field of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR). 

ASTRA would like to encourage you to address the status and access to information of sexual and reproductive health in Central and Eastern Europe as one of priority issues in health strategy for coming years. 

Women and men experience significant barriers in accessing SRHR. 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. We see the e-Health as an opportunity to:

· Access to safe and legal abortion and sexual services, programmes and information including financial coverage and decriminalization of pregnancy termination in countries where the law denies women’s right to decide freely over their bodies. 

· Access of women and men to contraception at a reasonable cost and of a suitable nature for them as well as compulsory sex education for young people.

Accurate and scientifically – based sexual education and access to reproductive health services is also limited due to the growing influence of conservative forces. 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. 

ASTRA would also like to propose that e-Health stakeholders group undertakes a large-scale pilot project on e-Health interoperability in EU countries in the light of the above concerns.

E-Health should address the inadequate policies in the area of SRHR in many European countries and  its impact on cross-border healthcare provision. 

I truly believe these issues will also be addressed during the forthcoming e-Health Conference.

On behalf of ASTRA Network

Yours sincerely,
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Wanda Nowicka

ASTRA Coordinator
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