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Remarkable gains have been made in
sexual and reproductive health and rights
since 1969, when UNFPA was established.
But despite progress, hundreds of millions
of women today still face economic,
social, institutional and other barriers

. that prevent them from making their own
decisions about whether, when, how often

and with whom to become pregnant.



FOREWORD

Make rights and choices a reality for all

It was 1969. World population reached 3.6 billion,
up about 1 billion from only 17 years earlier. Fertility
rates worldwide then were about double what they
are today. In the least developed countries, fertility
was about six births per woman.

Paul Ehrlich's The Population Bomb, released the
year before, had incited a global panic about
“overpopulation,” which the author predicted would
lead to mass starvation on a “"dying planet.”

It was in that context that UNFPA was established
to advise developing countries about the social
and economic implications of population growth
and to support national population programmes,
which began dispensing contraceptives on an
unprecedented scale.

Through these programmes, real reproductive
choices became a reality for more and more
women in developing countries. And as a result,
women started having fewer children. Millions
were finally gaining the power to control their
own fertility.

Despite the increasing availability of contraceptives
over the years, hundreds of millions of women
today still have no access to them—and to the
reproductive choices that come with them.
Without access, they lack the power to make
decisions about their own bodies, including
whether or when to become pregnant.

The lack of this power—which influences so
many other facets of life, from education

to income to safety—leaves women unable
to shape their own futures.

Since its creation in 1969, UNFPA has led a
multilateral effort to help women in developing
countries navigate through an ever-changing
landscape of barriers to their reproductive rights.
This effort gained new momentum and inspiration
in 1994, when 179 governments gathered in Cairo
for the International Conference on Population and
Development and forged a plan for sustainable
development grounded in individual rights and
choices and dependent on the achievement

of sexual and reproductive health for all. That
plan, embodied in a Programme of Action, not
only re-energized the global reproductive rights
movement but also positioned UNFPA as the
movement's custodian.

The combined actions of civil society, governments,
development institutions and UNFPA over the

past 50 years have unlocked opportunities and
possibilities for women and girls across the globe.
Yet, we still have a long way to go before all women
and girls have the power and the means to govern
their own bodies and make informed decisions
about their sexual and reproductive health.

At the same time, we must push back against
forces that would see us return to a time when
women had little say in reproductive decisions or,
for that matter, in any area of their lives.

The fight for rights and choices must continue
until they are a reality for all.

Dr. Natalia Kanem

United Nations Under-Secretary-General
and Executive Director of UNFPA,

the United Nations Population Fund
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CHAPTER 1

THE STRUGGLE
FOR RIGHTS AND

CHOICES IS AN
ONGOING ON

The year 2019 marks two important milestones in the field of

reproductive health: 50 years since UNFPA began operations, and

25 years since the landmark International Conference on Population

and Development (ICPD) in Cairo.

These two events—the launch of the
first United Nations agency dedicat-
ed to addressing population growth
and the reproductive health needs

of the world’s people, and the dec-
laration of a global commitment to
sexual and reproductive health and
reproductive rights—have funda-

mentally shaped the lives of women

and families, and the societies in
which they live, in ways measurable
and immeasurable, profound and
trivial, permanent and fleeting.
Activists, advocates, public health
specialists and many others have
pushed relentlessly for the trans-
formations we see around us today,

but much remains to be done.

What the future holds in terms

of changes in population growth,
contraceptive use and sexual and
reproductive health and rights will
both determine and be determined
by the ability of women and gitls to
achieve their full potential as mem-
bers of their societies. And this will

be determined, in no small part, by



how the world takes forward the women were using some form of the world, and the women’s lib-

achievements and addresses the contraceptive method to delay or eration movement was fighting
shortfalls of the ICPD to date. prevent pregnancy; in the least for equality in access to educa-
developed countries, however, tion, employment opportunities
The world in 1969 the average woman had 6.7 chil- and pay, marriage and divorce,
Fifty years ago around the world, dren, and about 2 per cent were property ownership, and on a
the average woman had 4.9 chil- using a method of contraception. range of other fronts. In 1969,
dren, and 35 per cent of married Abortion was illegal in much of the Stonewall Riots in New York
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City marked the start of the global
gay rights movement; the United
States Agency for International
Development established an

Office of Population; and Ghana
adopted its policy for Population
Planning for National Progress and

Prosperity. A year earlier, at the

The United States
and Soviet Union
join 70 other nations
in signing an
agreement to ban

biological warfare and Asia

first United Nations International
Conference on Human Rights, in
Tehran, delegates had affirmed, for
the first time in a global declara-
tion, the basic right of parents “to

determine freely and responsibly

the number and the spacing of their
children” (United Nations, 1968).

By 1969, as a result of public
health interventions that were
reducing infant and child mortality
and prolonging life expectancy,
birth rates had outstripped
mortality rates in much of the
developing world. Concerns

that the resulting population

The bridge in Istanbul a
that crosses the Bosphorus
is completed, connecting
the continents of Europe
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growth could harm economic
progress and the environment
contributed to the desire to better
understand and manage human
fertility. The establishment of

the United Nations Fund for
Population Activities, renamed

the United Nations Population

Fund in 1987, reflected a growing
interest in understanding how
population dynamics affected
social and economic development,
and a desire on the part of the
United Nations to support action
programmes aimed at stabilizing

the world’s population.

The expanding availability of
relatively new and effective contra-
ceptive methods during the 1960s
was transformational for women,
offering them, for the first time,
the ability to reliably prevent unin-

tended pregnancy and new choices

in controlling their reproductive

THE
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lives. But the implications of con-
traception and fertility regulation
for the health, well-being and eco-
nomic and social lives of individual

women and girls were only begin-

The world in 1994
Twenty-five years ago, when the
ICPD was held in Cairo, the aver-
age global fertility rate was about
three births per woman, and 58.8

about 5.6 children, and 20.2 per

cent of married women were using
contraception. South Africa held its
first multiracial elections and elect-

ed Nelson Mandela as President;

the Rwandan genocide resulted in
the deaths of more than 800,000

men, women and children; civil

ning to be understood. A fuller per cent of women worldwide were

realization of what they would using contraception; in the least

mean was still to come. developed countries, fertility was

Sally Ride becomes the first
woman in space aboard
Space Shuttle Challenger
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Global eradication Doctors perform
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Time magazine's
Man of the Year
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systems by Microsoft
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unions between same-sex partners
were legalized in Sweden; and the
launch of America Online, or AOL,
marked the beginning of easy access
to the Internet.

The years preceding the ICPD saw
a gradual and accelerating shift: from

a primary focus on population issues

o

and fertility reduction to one grounded
in the rights of individuals and couples
to prevent or delay pregnancy and
attain sexual and reproductive health.
This shift was largely driven by fem-
inists and advocates for sexual and
reproductive health and rights, and

was, in part, a response to the abus-

Schengen Agreement
reached by five

es that resulted from target-driven
“population control” policies of the
past. In the 1970s and 1980s, with
funding and encouragement from
wealthy donor countries and foun-
dations, some countries had rolled
out programmes that coerced or

forced couples to use contraception
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