
These sessions are paying off in many ways. From small 
and subtle shifts where young boys have started helping 
their mothers with chores like fetching water or cleaning 
the house, which were tasks traditionally assigned 
to girls, to more life changing outcomes such as the 
story of Sangeetha, who attended the youth leadership 
programme. 

“If I didn’t attend this training, I would’ve gotten married 
at an early age, and the rest of my life would have gone 
in a very different direction. But because I underwent 
this training, I convinced my parents I wanted to study 

Kannan and Sasi are a newly-wed couple living in 
India’s southern state of Tamil Nadu. Like many 

young couples, they had very little information on 
contraception, sexuality and reproduction when 
they got married. They decided to attend a sexual 
relationship training session for married people in their 
neighbourhood by the Rural Women’s Social Education 
Centre (RUWSEC), ARROW partner and an NGO working 
on SRHR in the state.  

“This was all very new to us,” said Sasi. “The training 
was really important as we gained new information about 
the reproductive system and related issues. Part of the 
session involved identifying and explaining parts of the 
male and female reproductive system, clearing up our 
misconceptions along the way.” 

RUWSEC’s programmes target youth, married couples, 
pregnant women, middle-aged men and women, and 
post-menopause women, and educate them on different 
aspects of SRHR. The programmes—better known in India 
as life skills education—are run in RUWSEC’s premises 
in Karumarapakkam village at the heart of the rural 
communities and have four components. 

“The first is personality development, the second 
covers the knowledge and function of their reproductive 
system and reproductive rights to make better informed 
decisions on marriage, and available contraceptive 
methods,” said Dr. P. Balasubramanian, ED of RUWSEC.

“The third component is on gender-based violence, 
the status of women and the violence against them in 
communities. And the fourth is on social awareness on 
caste, class and gender-based inequalities,” he said. 

RUWSEC also reaches out to students and teachers in 
schools, where there is a lot of reluctance to speak on 
sensitive topics like sexuality, reproductive health and 
gender roles. The trainers give the students their mobile 
numbers and after class, they usually receive a lot of 
calls and messages from both boys and girls, asking 
about love, sex, pregnancy, and conception—topics they 
are uncomfortable discussing openly. 

 Kannan and Sasi attended the sexual relationship training session for 
married people by RUWSEC. Photo Credit: Jeremy Hu

“If I didn’t attend this training, I would’ve 
gotten married at an early age, and the 
rest of my life would have gone in a very 
different direction.” 
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further. I just completed my college degree, and hope to 
get a government job. I learnt that women have freedom, 
empowerment and rights that should be protected.”

RUWSEC also conducted a base-line survey of women’s 
health status before they started the life skills education 
programme, and again after five and ten years after the 
training. The study showed a tremendous increase in 
overall health-seeking behaviour and awareness on 
sexual and reproductive healthcare. The age of marriage 
has increased over the years, and there are instances 
of suicide prevention amongst young people as a result 
of their various interventions. There is also a stronger 
understanding between men and women on gender 
issues. However, it will take time for it to translate into 
real change as patriarchy still plays a dominant role in 
shaping people’s mindsets.

ARROW’s InfoCom work is grounded in influencing 
these mindsets, building new and critical perspectives 
around gender, feminism, sexual and reproductive 
rights and their intersections through publications, 
knowledge management and sharing, new media and 
online communications. In an effort to build wider public 
support for SRHR, we also began engaging robustly with 
the local, regional and international media. 

PUBLICATIONS continue to be one of our most powerful 
evidence-based advocacy mediums through which we, 
with the support of our partners, advance the SRHR 
agenda with governments, policymakers and other 
stakeholders. Besides highlighting the issues that we and 
our partners work on, they explore current and emerging 
issues related to SRHR and analyse how it connects with 
other development issues.

Our publications are are also key for us to forge alliances 
and ally with existing movements such as the technology 
for change, rights to food and nutrition, bodily rights, and 
climate change, across different countries and regions.

As in previous years, we published our peer-reviewed 
ARROW for Change (AFC), thematic papers, briefs and 
translated our work in several languages, so we could 

share our knowledge and information with communities 
on the ground who are most impacted by violations of 
their SRHR. 
 
Our AFC, “The Right to Choose,”16 focused on diverse 
perspectives on the right to safe abortion. It analysed 
the discourse on abortion as an issue of rights and bodily 
autonomy of women, and looked at the neo-legal, non-
legal and contextual barriers prevalent in the region. 
The AFC included voices of women from the ground 
speaking out for abortion rights from Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, India, Nepal, Poland and Ireland. 

We also published the national report titled “Malaysia 
- Child Marriage: Its Relationship with Religion, Culture 
and Patriarchy”17 in collaboration with our Malaysian 
partner, Sisters In Islam, which looked at sexual 
impropriety and shame as the main drivers for child 
marriage in Malaysia. 

Our booklet, “Our Stories Ourselves (OSO) – Women 
Speak Out About Religion and Rights,”18  is a compilation 
of 10 stories of women from our partner countries in 
Asia, Middle East and North Africa and Latin America, 
and is a poignant narrative on how religion and power 
are misused to discriminate and control women’s rights. 
The stories are also captured in a podcast series and on 
a microsite.19 

Our booklet, “Our Stories Ourselves 
(OSO) – Women Speak Out About 
Religion and Rights,”  is a compilation 
of 10 stories of women from our 
partner countries, and is a poignant 
narrative on how religion and power 
are misused to discriminate and 
control women’s rights. 
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women and girls. We were also able to highlight the 
launch of our WORTH Initiative with DFPA in the local 
and regional media. Journalists in the region also joined 
us for our APFSD youth forum and for the Guttmacher 
Lancet Commission’s SRHR report launch, which added 
further visibility to our work as well as raised awareness 
on these issues among journalists. Additionally, we honed 
our media strategy and created a media list to guide our 
future news engagement. In 2019, we plan to launch a 
media fellowship in the region.

We boosted our advocacy through Facebook and Twitter 
and reached out to our 22,000 followers through live 
updates, photos, social media tiles, and videos from key 
international events, conferences, publication launches, 
and events with SRHR advocates, UN agencies, and 
partner organisations.

MEDIA ENGAGEMENT: To garner public support for 
SRHR, we actively reached out to traditional and digital 
media organisations, for the first time, to spotlight 
attention on critical issues we work on such as FGM, 
child marriage, the SheDecides movement, climate 
change, safe abortion and LGBTIQ rights. We strategically 
positioned opinion pieces, issued press releases and 
created interview opportunities in local and regional 
newspapers, online news portals and radio stations, 
during key international days, meetings and responded to 
global events that impacted women and girls’ SRHR. 

For instance, our timely editorials called out governments 
in the region for policing sexuality, and during CEDAW 
reviews for failing to protect the fundamental rights of 

We strategically positioned opinion pieces, 
issued press releases, and created interview 
opportunities during key international days, 
meetings, and responded to global events that 
impacted women and girls’ SRHR. 

ARROW’s ED, Sivananthi Thanenthiran speaking at the She Decides event in Kuala Lumpur to commemorate the first anniversary of the global movement.
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The RHRN partnership offered a unique opportunity for 
young advocates to amplify their voice through their youth-led 
shadow report at the 3rd cycle of Bangladesh’s UPR in Geneva. 
With support from the global consortium partners, including 
ARROW, RHRN Bangladesh developed its first youth-led UPR 
shadow report, highlighting young people’s SRHR.  

They first attended the UPR pre-sessions in Geneva, lobbied 
nine member states and recommended enactment of the Anti-
Discrimination Law, abolishment of existing discriminatory 
laws in the penal code, protection of  rights of sexual minorities 
and the importance of CSE in the school curriculum. The 
platform also held bilateral meetings, and met with embassy 
representatives from Bangladesh, Canada, Norway, Uruguay, 
and the UK. 

Additionally, they delivered a joint statement during 
Bangladesh’s UPR outcome report adoption, calling out 
Bangladesh for rejecting recommendations on SRH of women 
and girls, and criminalisation of homosexuality on dubious 
grounds such as “cultural codes” and “national values.” They 
urged the government to renew its political commitments 

and investment in upholding SRHR for all, to truly fulfil its 
international human rights commitments. 

Recommendations from member states also urged the state to 
combat all types of violence against women and girls 
(including early, forced, and child marriage) and adolescents, 
eradicate discriminatory practices and measures, guarantee the 
full exercise of their rights, including those related to SRHR. The 
government was also asked to take measures to fight violence 
against lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex persons. 

Moving forward, an advocacy strategy has been drawn up, 
and RHRN Bangladesh is working to incorporate sexual and 
reproductive concerns of young people in the national plan of 
action around UPR. Engagement with the UPR process was 
a milestone for the platform and the consortium as there are 
very few champions of SRHR issues in the HRC. Bangladesh 
will be reviewed again at the UPR in May 2023, which means 
the visibility of young people’s SRHR and the implementation 
of these young people’s SRR recommendations on the ground in 
Bangladesh, will play a prominent role in the years leading up 
to the next session.

From Dhaka to Geneva: Bangladesh’s UPR  
RHRN Bangladesh

ARROW Programme Director Sai Jyothirmai Racherla with RHRN Bangladesh delegates at PHA.


