
By investing in SRHR, people will not only be able to live healthier lives, but they 
will also be able to participate in and contribute to a democratic and economic 
development.2 Yet, SRHR are far from being realised in the world. Due to a wide 
range of barriers, access to SRH services and information varies widely within and 
between countries, which has devastating effects on the lives and health of people. 
Currently:

Ensuring a strong voice and support from the EU and its member states on 
SRHR has never been more critical. Today, we see an articulated opposition to 
gender equality, sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), and the 
rights of LGBTQI+ people, Europe is no exception. Trends of de-democrati-
zation have emerged along with threats to previous gender equality policy 
achievements, including in SRHR.1 The hard-won gains for women’s rights and 
LGBTQI+ people are currently under attack in fields as diverse as political parti-
cipation, the labour market and care work. 

These challenges can be overcome. Understanding how the rights and free-
doms related to sexual and reproductive health can contribute to increased 
economic, political and societal participation and opportunities, is key to po-
verty reduction and democratic development. The EU and its member states 
should prioritise SRHR as key to economic development and democracy.
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Violations of sexual and reproductive
 rights globally

Approximately 300 000 women a year die from complications related 
to pregnancy, childbirth and unsafe abortion.3

164 million women who want to delay or avoid pregnancy and are not 
using any contraceptive method.4 In sub-Saharan Africa, the proportion 
of women who have their need for family planning satisfied with modern 
methods continues to be among the lowest in the world at 56%. The 
largest gaps in meeting the need for family planning are among 
young women and adolescents.4

Around 45% of all abortions are unsafe, of which 97% take place in 
developing countries.5 Unsafe abortion is the leading cause of maternal 
deaths and morbidities.

1 in 3 women worldwide have experienced either physical and/or 
sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence in 
their lifetime.6

More than 3 million girls estimated to be at risk of FGM every year.7
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SRHR leads to economic, political 
and democratic development

SRHR are very closely linked to gender equality and women’s empowerment which, 
in turn, is fundamental to poverty reduction and economic and democratic deve-
lopment. SRHR is central to the realisation of a range of rights, including the right 
to livelihood, security, education and participation.8 As long as women and girls do 
not decide if or when to have children, are married off or suffer severe injuries due 
to childbirth, their participation in society will remain limited. When people have 
access to contraceptives, comprehensive sexuality education, safe abortion, and the 
power to decide over their own lives and bodies, only then will their economic, poli-
tical and social opportunities improve. 

Access to contraceptive information and services has countless socioeconomic be-
nefits.9 Contraceptives reduce rates of unintended pregnancies and allows women 
(and families) to delay childbearing, which benefits the education of girls and crea-
tes opportunities for women to participate more fully in society, including in higher 
education and paid employment.9–11 This in turn improves the economic security 
and well-being of women as well their families. Women’s access to contraception 
can also contribute to a substantial increase in the proportion of women in the 
work-
force.9

There is a wealth of evidence concluding that transforming social norms are key 
to SRHR and gender equality.12 For a sustainable shift in unequal gender power 
and inclusion of all in democratic development, positive social norms must be 
strengthened, and harmful social norms on sexuality, masculinity and femininity 
must be transformed. Such harmful norms overwhelmingly disadvantage women 
and girls and LGBTQI+ persons in their everyday social, economic and political life.

If young people, including young women, are to participate in a sustainable 
economy, all aspects of empowerment must be taken into account. Providing job 
opportunities to young people in low-income countries is not enough. They also 
need access to a comprehensive package of youth-friendly SRHR services, inclu-
ding but not limited to contraceptives and comprehensive sexuality education 
(CSE), as these equip them to better understand their rights, to counter harmful 
gender norms and stereotypes and to engage in the economic, social and political 
life of their communities. When young people have access to health services that 
meet their specific needs, they can make choices, protect themselves from coercion 
and violence, exercise their right to health and live healthy lives. They can avoid 
potential economic hardship resulting from gender inequalities and from events 
such as unintended pregnancies, often leading girls and young women to drop out 
from schools and being trapped in poverty.
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Anti-SRHR and anti-gender movements: 
elements of the larger anti-democratic movement

Anti-liberal movements at all levels want to restrict the rights of women, girls and 
LGBTQI+ people, not least their SRHR. Restrictions on SRHR often go hand in 
hand with restrictions on other freedoms such as freedom of expression, freedom 
of the press and the right to organise.1 Poland, Hungary, Iran, Russia and Afghanis-
tan are just a few examples of where authoritarian, anti-democratic developments 
are linked to restrictions of women’s rights, their sexual and reproductive rights 
in particular. Limiting the right to safe abortion, banning sexuality education and 
restricting LGBTQI+ rights have been central components of the anti-democratic 
movements.15

The organised global opposition to gender equality and equity, SRHR, and LGBT-
QI+ rights is a dynamic and adaptive movement, and the tactics of this movement 
have evolved in response to changes in the political and social landscape. It inclu-
des the attempts to codify and enforce the concept that biological sex represents 
the “natural” order while gender is an invention and an “ideology”.16

As such, the specific opposition to SRHR we are seeing in different parts of the 
world today is part of a larger transnational political movement, stemming from 
the rise of populism and anti-democratic mobilisation.1,17,18 Enormous financial 
resources are funding these anti-rights movements and the institutions that 
support them, which are leveraged into acceleration across global regions, yielding 
both the attrition of human rights infrastructures and the increasing rise of autho-
ritarianism. Concerningly, it was found that between 2013-2017, LGBTQI+ move-
ments worldwide received $1.2 billion, while the anti-gender movement received 
$3.7 billion19 – more than triple the LGBTQI+ funding.

Pushback against SRHR in the Latin American context 

In Latin America, the Catholic Church has played a central role in 
the long-standing anti-gender offensive against “gender ideology”. In 
the region, transnational anti-gender networks promote the idea that 
the family is at risk if the “gender ideology” is not stopped, bringing 
together religious and secular actors.20 In Brazil,21 anti-gender move-
ments played a key role in the election of Jair Bolsonaro of the Social 
Christian Party – of evangelical inspiration – as president of Brazil, 
who during his campaign resorted to strategies of disinformation and 
moral panic. Brazil´s diplomacy was oriented to oppose any SRHR 
and gender equality language as exemplified by an anti-abortion decla-
ration signed by Brazil, among others.22 The anti-gender rhetoric in 
Latin America always coexisted with the hierarchical structures of the 
Catholic Church and most recently boosted by the evangelicals with 
strong and close connections to the American New Christian Right. 
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Iran: “Women, Life, Freedom”

Mahsa Amini, a 22-year-old woman, died in September 2022 whilst 
in the custody of the morality police after she was arrested for not 
wearing the hijab properly. Thousands of people have been rallying in 
daily demonstrations throughout the country after her death deman-
ding “Woman, Life, Freedom” and calling for an end to the ongoing 
repression of women and girls’ fundamental rights.23 Furthemore, 
protesters have been calling for accountability in the face of increasing 
oppression and violence, including rape, killing, arrests, torture and 
attacks on detainees.23,24 

During the Islamic regime’s first decade (1979-1989), women were 
stripped of significant rights. The government reduced the legal mar-
riage age to nine years old, and women were forced to leave several 
government positions, and in 1983, the hijab became compulsory for 
all women25 Over the past decade, authorities attempt to force wo-
men and girls to marry earlier and have more children to increase the 
national population. Iran has shifted its population planning from 
providing family planning and access to contraception, once seen as a 
success story by international organizations, to undermining women’s 
access to sexual and reproductive health care.26 The Bill to Increase 
Fertility Rates and Prevent Population Decline was passed on Novem-
ber 2021 which outlaws voluntary sterilisation and blocks access to 
information about contraception.26

SRHR and LGBTQI+ organisations suffer when civic spaces shrink

In recent years, a marker of the anti-democratic mobilisation has been the dimi-
nishing of civic space in many countries.1 Civil society organisations, particularly 
those defending human rights, are facing increasing political restraints all over 
the world. This closure of civic space is a gendered phenomenon that particularly 
affects women’s rights and LGBTQI+ rights organisations. The people and organi-
zations most at risk from shrinking civic space and repression include SRHR and 
the rights of LGBTQI+ people. Women’s rights activists are targeted because of the 
focus of their work, including SRHR, which is often viewed as endangering ‘tradi-
tional values’.18,27 In 2021-2022, LGBTQI+ organisations were forced to close down 
in several countries, including Russia, Ghana, China and Uganda.

Transparency and participation are widely agreed to be the cornerstones of effec-
tive governance and democracy.28 As such, to strengthen democracy, we need a 
stronger commitment to a robust and vibrant civil society, to movements that work 
for gender equality and greater participation of women and gender-diverse people 
in all fields.2
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Shrinking civic space for SRHR in Asia

The civil society context in Asia and space for SRHR actors has conti-
nued to be severely constrained. In 2021, civic space violations were 
documented across the region with the use of laws restricting the free-
doms of association, peaceful assembly and expression, occurring in at 
least 21 countries.29 Human rights defenders were detained under such 
laws in at least 19 countries and in 11 countries they were prosecuted.29 
In Cambodia civil society organisations have to become experts in the 
careful balancing act of advocating for SRHR, while at the same time 
avoiding their work being (too) politicised, including conflict sensi-
tivity and risk mitigation in their work.  Nonetheless, analysis has 
found that the shrinking space in Cambodia has already had negative 
impacts on development outcomes and will continue to have negative 
outcomes for gender equality and inequality.30 

The eu and its member states should prioritise SRHR 
as key to economic and democratic development 

in its external relations

The EU is a strong voice for democracy, economic development and rule of law - 
and  could be an equally strong voice for gender equality and SRHR. The EU could 
play a key role when it comes to showing the interlinkages between SRHR and de-
velopment and prioritising SRHR as key to  economic and democratic development 
for all. This can be done by the EU and its member states:

Addressing the root causes of economic inequality and the lack of 
participation in economic and democratic development, by investing 
in SRHR. Investments in access to contraceptives, maternal health 
services, and young people’s access to SRH services and information, 
in particular is vital.

Being  a strong global voice for and funder of the most 
contested SRHR issues, including safe abortion, comprehensive 
sexuality education and LGBTQI+ rights. Working against these rights 
is a central component of many anti-democratic movements. 

Making a special investment in support of organisations and 
movements working for SRHR, LGBTQI+ and gender equality in 
anti-democratic countries and contexts. These actors play a key 
role in the fight against forces that want to restrict people’s rights 
and freedoms, including their SRHR.
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RFSU was founded in 1933 and is a pioneering Swedish organisation 
working in the field of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR).

RFSU is a non-profit, non-governmental organisation without party-political, 
trade union or religious affiliation. Our aim is to spread a knowledge-based 
and open view of sexuality and relationships issues to overcome prejudices, 

bridge knowledge gaps and improve sexual health and wellbeing. We run projects 
and programmes to promote access to sexual and reproductive health and rights 

— both in Sweden and internationally. Much of this work is done with partners 
and other organisations. RFSU has a rights perspective of sexuality based on 

everyone’s freedom to be what they want to be, to choose to live as they want 
and enjoy what they want. The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) 

was founded by RFSU and other actors, and RFSU remains 
IPPF's Swedish member association

You can read more about RFSU’s activities at www.rfsu.se
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