
India, Nepal and the Philippines. Supported by the 
Swedish Association for Sexuality Education (RFSU), our 
five-year project will strengthen the evidence base, build 
perspectives on barriers in accessing rights, information 
and services, and call for accountability to improve 
women and girls’ rights to safe abortion.
 
In its first year, national partners initiated five baseline 
studies, and the evidence was used to develop the 
‘Theory of Change’ at the national level and inform the 
advocacy planning for each country. We also initiated 
the Solidarity Alliance for the Right to Safe Abortion— 
an alliance of six core group of partner organisations 
including ARROW, to improve evidence on unsafe 
abortion. The Alliance prioritises the right to safe 
abortion as a human rights issue, positioning it as Global 
South challenge, thereby bringing to the fore women’s 
lived realities and the impact of unsafe abortion on 
women’s reproductive rights. The alliance put out three 
statements in solidarity with key incidents in the region 
on abortion.  
 
We also made text additions on abortion in Cambodia’s 
civil society submission at the Universal Periodic 
Review (UPR) with our partner, the Reproductive Health 
Association in Cambodia. It positioned abortion as a 
human rights issue and highlighted barriers that prevent 
access to safe abortion, despite legalisation under certain 
conditions in Cambodia. The text also called for raising 
awareness particularly among marginalised groups, 
enhancing services, providing adequate information, 
stronger referral systems, and ensuring the right to 
contraception information and services for all, including 
young women.

Progress towards achieving the right to safe abortion 
was mixed in the Global South in 2018. It was a historic 

year for feminists and abortion rights advocates because 
of its landmark wins and heart breaking losses. Although 
the year witnessed an extraordinary victory for Irish 
women and girls, as their country voted in a referendum 
to repeal the decades-old, near total ban on abortion with 
an overwhelming 66.4% ‘Yes’,1 other countries regressed 
in decisions that could ensure access to safe abortion.  

The home of Pope Francis—Argentina, on the other hand, 
rejected a bill to legalise abortion in the first 14 weeks of 
pregnancy after a 15-hour intense debate by lawmakers in 
the Senate. Despite a groundswell of green—the symbolic 
colour chosen by the pro-choice movement to signify the 
right to free, legal, and safe abortion—the anti-abortion 
position and the influence of the Catholic Church in 
politics and society obstructed a progressive decision, 
and the result was a missed opportunity for reproductive 
rights in Argentina.2

 
Globally, restrictive laws are one among the many 
reasons that force women to turn to risky procedures 
to end unwanted pregnancies. Closer to home, Asia saw 
around 4.6 million women of reproductive age treated for 
complications from unsafe abortion in 2012. A staggering 
six per cent or 5,400 of all maternal deaths in 2014 were 
from unsafe abortion.3  
 
Since the historic ICPD PoA in Cairo in 1994, Asia Pacific 
has witnessed a few progressive legislations, in varying 
degrees, enabling some access to abortion services4 in 
countries like Cambodia, India, Nepal, and Vietnam. But 
in countries like Indonesia, Lao PDR, Pakistan, and the 
Philippines, legal barriers continue to curb women and 
girls’ ability to get a safe abortion.5 
 
These narrow rulings, multiple barriers including ability 
to get information, services, the stigma attached, the 
inability to make decisions regarding their own bodies 
and the shocking number of maternal deaths in the 
region led to the inception of our project—“Claiming the 
right to safe abortion.” The project began in 2018 with six 
partners in five Asian countries—Bangladesh, Cambodia, 

The Alliance prioritises the right to safe 
abortion as a human rights issue, positioning 
it as Global South challenge, thereby bringing 
to the fore women’s lived realities and the 
impact of unsafe abortion on women’s 
reproductive rights. 

17   :   generating evidence, creating change



Our programme, ‘Monitoring and Evidence-Generation 
for Change,’ aims to ensure all women and girls are 
able to realise their sexual and reproductive rights, by 
recognising and addressing barriers to these rights. 
We do this by monitoring the implementation of the 
2030 Sustainable Development Agenda, ICPD and 
Beijing Platform for Action, and developing rights-based 
indicators that review progress on SRHR to support more 
effective advocacy.

Monitoring international commitment to women’s SRHR 
is a powerful political strategy that we, at ARROW, use 
to press for accountability from national governments 
in the region towards their commitments to women’s 
health. These efforts strengthen the conceptual basis on 
which advocates can integrate SRHR into the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), presenting a strong 
evidence-base to lobby for continued progress alongside 
the ICPD PoA and advocate for the right to safe abortion 
in Asia.

The ICPD PoA came into being in 1994—a year after the 
birth of ARROW. Since then, we have consistently 

audited the ICPD+5, ICPD+10, ICPD+15 and ICPD+20 
implementation in the Asia Pacific and the Global South. 
And now through the ICPD+25 partnership initiative, we 
have successfully tracked 25 years of its implementation 
in 13 Asian countries.
 
With our partners from Asia Pacific, we produced 13 
national level ICPD+25 monitoring reports—to keep 
the agenda alive, given that women and young people 
continue to face violations to sexual and reproductive 
rights. The reports analysed key gender and sexuality 
issues discussed within the PoA, and provided an 
overview of the progress, gaps and challenges in the 
implementation of Agenda 2030. Additionally, a regional 
draft report was developed, based on the country data, 
to bolster the evidence around SRHR needs in the region.
 
From these draft national reports, we, along with our 
ICPD+25 partners, developed the national and regional 
advocacy messaging and strategies for the Review of 
the 6th Asian and Pacific Declaration on Population and 
Development in Bangkok. We also used the evidence 
from the reports to call on the 13 governments to set 

ARROW women wearing green in solidarity with the Argentinian pro-choice and abortion activists #AbortoLegalYa.” 
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up a monitoring framework on SRHR in their countries. 
The final reports will be published in early 2019 and our 
partners will continue to use the evidence generated to 
hold governments accountable, through policy dialogues, 
and press for ICPD implementation and realisation of 
universal access to SRHR.
 
In 2018, we launched and developed several publications. 
Our “Sustainable Development Agenda & Young People: 
Recognising Voices and Claiming Rights”6 demonstrated 
how youth issues are an integral part of each of the 
17 SDGs and emphasised the need for them to be 
addressed for realising the SDGs. Young people can use 
this publication to monitor, demand accountability and 
advocate for their wellbeing across the SDGs.
 
The second paper, “Trade and Gender: What does the 
new TPPA mean for women in developing countries?”7 is 
very timely for our region because of its analysis of how 
the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) impacts women in developing 
countries part of the agreement. It offers a holistic 
perspective on intersecting issues around economy, food 
security, labour, policy space, intellectual property and 
environment through a gender prism. The paper can be 
used by CSOs and stakeholders in different countries to 
assess how trade agreements such as the CPTPP impact 
their economy, labour, food security, access to justice, 
intellectual property and their environment.
 
In 2019, we will publish the Advocate’s Guide on 
Universal Access to SRHR in the Era of the SDGs to 
monitor the progress towards SDG+5 from 2015-2020. 
We will also produce a user-friendly resource, the 101 
Guide on Gender, Feminism, and SRHR. Additionally, 
work on an ambitious Gender Data Institute will 
commence as a mechanism to transfer content on gender 
equality and SRHR. This is to strengthen capacities of 
ARROW, our partners and beyond to encourage more 
effective use of evidence for advocacy. This will also add 
value to the 101 Guide on Gender, Feminism, and SRHR.   
 
As part of our ICPD+25 initiative, our partners will 
collaborate with national level NGOs, working with 

women, health and human rights, as well as the 
government and the private sector to move the ICPD 
agenda forward, and advocate for national goals. 

These reports at the national and regional levels will 
also build into the Beijing+25 review process scheduled 
in 2019. Building momentum around SDG+5 will be a 
priority so SRHR is adequately reflected in the 2030 
Agenda. Integrating ICPD work into the SDG agenda, 
through internal, external scoping and mapping, evidence 
generation, innovative data presentations, engagement 
with partners and advocacy for SDG+5 monitoring, will 
ensure effective use of evidence to inform policy.

Besides these, our national baseline reports, produced 
as part of the Safe Abortion Project, will be finalised 
and used to advocate through human rights mechanisms 
such as the UPR, the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights (ICCPR) and for recommendations and 
resolutions at the national levels. The Solidarity Alliance 
for the Right to Safe Abortion will hold its first Global 
South meeting in 2019 to grow its membership and 
enable the right for safe abortion for women in the region 
through targeted actions including advocacy.

Dissemination of findings on Tamil Nadu from the baseline study on abortion 
in Chennai to civil society members and networks working on health issues by 
CommonHealth, India.
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The Fourth People’s Health Assembly (PHA)— an initiative 
by the People’s Health Movement in Bangladesh from 16-19 
November 2018, was a watershed movement for ARROW. 
The event presented us an opportunity to visibilise and 
mainstream SRH services, particularly safe abortion 
services, as an integral component of Universal Health 
Coverage (UHC). The assembly brought together civil society 
organisations, social movements, academics and other 
stakeholders from around the world to share experiences for 
mutual learning.

With our ongoing project, “Claiming the right to safe 
abortion” in five Asian countries, the PHA helped galvanise 
support and plan for change at the national and regional 
levels. We strategically positioned safe abortion into the larger 
health discourse includng as a rights issues at PHA. With our 
partners from India, Nepal and Philippines, we organised 
a workshop, “The Right to Safe Abortion: Recognising its 
importance, building solidarity and mobilising for change.”
 
We presented findings from the national baseline survey and 
regional evidence and connected it to the larger SRHR context, 
which included conflict and climate change. The PHA was 
an enriching experience and had considerable impact on our 
partners as well.

“In India, maternal benefit schemes are available but do 
not cover abortion services, nor is it covered under private 
insurance schemes, said Dr P. Balasubramanian from Rural 
Women’s Social Education Centre (RUWSEC), representing 
CommonHealth, India. “It really showed how the Solidarity 
Alliance for the Right to Safe Abortion can be used as an 
important platform to bring people together.” 
 
“People shared how abortion is illegal in Philippines, 
countries in South America and Africa, and this prevention 
of the right to safe abortion puts women’s lives at risk,” said 
Aliza Singh, our partner from Beyond Beijing Committee 
(BBC) Nepal. “Abortion stigma at the community, service 
provider and policy level was also a key issue in many 
countries, which prevents many, especially unmarried 
women, from accessing safe abortion services. The lack of 
disaggregated data worldwide and at the national level 
present further barriers.”
 
Chrtistelyn Sebugon (Teta), from the Women’s Global 
Network for Reproductive Rights  (WGNRR) Philippines, 
said: “It was evident that the effects of abortion can be 
felt across regions, and that there is a strong voice from 
Latin America and the African regions. We should focus on 
how to work with other women’s rights movements, and 
consider what they are doing. This was also an opportunity 
to introduce the issue to others from other countries.”

ARROW and partners hold a panel discussion and workshop on the right to safe abortion, People’s Health Assembly, in Savar, Bangladesh.


