
Geneva 2000 Occasional Paper No. 8 
 
June 2000 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reproductive and Sexual Rights: 
Charting the Course of 
Transnational Women�s NGOs 
 
by Rosalind P. Petchesky 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
United Nations Research Institute for Social Development 



The United Nations Research Institute for Social Development 
(UNRISD) is an autonomous agency engaging in multidisciplinary research on 
the social dimensions of contemporary problems affecting development. Its 
work is guided by the conviction that, for effective development policies to be 
formulated, an understanding of the social and political context is crucial. The 
Institute attempts to provide governments, development agencies, grassroots 
organizations and scholars with a better understanding of how development 
policies and processes of economic, social and environmental change affect 
different social groups. Working through an extensive network of national 
research centres, UNRISD aims to promote original research and strengthen 
research capacity in developing countries. Current research programmes 
include: Civil Society and Social Movements; Democracy and Human Rights; 
Identities, Conflict and Cohesion; Social Policy and Development; and 
Technology and Society. A list of the Institute�s free and priced publications 
can be obtained by contacting the Reference Centre. 
 
Geneva 2000: The Next Step in Social Development, 26�30 June 2000, 
combines the United Nations General Assembly Special Session on the 
Implementation of the World Summit for Social Development, and the 
Geneva 2000 Forum. Under the title �World Summit for Social Development 
and Beyond: Achieving Social Development for All in a Globalizing World�, 
the Special Session of the General Assembly is being held to review efforts to 
implement commitments made at the Social Summit in Copenhagen in 1995. 
The Geneva 2000 Forum is intended to be a platform for a wide range of 
actors to share experiences on innovative social and economic development 
policies and activities. 
 
In preparation for Geneva 2000, UNRISD is undertaking a wide-ranging 
inquiry into five areas of policy and institutional reform that are central to 
creating an enabling environment for social progress. These include initiatives 
related to financing social development; democratization and public sector 
reform; mainstreaming gender in public policy; strengthening the role of civil 
society; and promoting �people-centred� sustainable development. Selected 
papers from each thematic area are published in this series of Occasional 
Papers, and all papers are being synthesized in a special UNRISD report for 
Geneva 2000. 
 

UNRISD, Palais des Nations 
1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland 

 
Tel: (41 22) 9173020 
Fax: (41 22) 9170650 

E-mail: info@unrisd.org 
Web: http://www.unrisd.org 

 

ii 



 
Copyright  ©  United Nations Research Institute for Social Development. 
Short extracts from this publication may be reproduced unaltered without 
authorization on condition that the source is indicated. For rights of 
reproduction or translation, contact UNRISD. 
 
The designations employed in UNRISD publications, which are in conformity 
with United Nations practice, and the presentation of material therein do not 
imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of UNRISD 
concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area of its authorities, 
or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 
 
The responsibility for opinions expressed in signed articles, studies and other 
contributions rests solely with their authors, and publication does not 
constitute an endorsement by UNRISD of the opinions expressed in them. 
 

iii 



 

Contents 

Acknowledgements v 

Acronyms vi 

Summary/Résumé/Resumen viii 
Summary viii 
Résumé x 
Resumen xii 

Introduction 1 

I. Transnational Women�s Health Coalitions: Origins and 
Conceptual Frameworks 1 

The ethical framework of reproductive and sexual rights 4 
Indivisibility of human rights and basic needs 9 

II. Assessing the UN Conferences: Gains and �Fault Lines� 13 
Reassessing Cairo and Beijing 15 
Learning from the fault lines: Women in the Social Summit and ICPD+5 24 

III. Implementing International Norms at the National Level: 
The Many Faces of Privatization 30 

The experience of NGOs as country-level implementers, monitors 
and �partners� 34 
The many faces of privatization 41 

IV. NGOs, the State and Global Governance: 
What Can We Learn from the Campaigns for 
Reproductive and Sexual Rights? 45 

Bibliography 49 
 

Boxes 
 

1.  The story of Futhi 12 
2.  Health sector reform 32 

Table 

 

1.  A feminist report card on the Cairo Programme of Action 20 
 
 

iv 



Acknowledgements 
This paper is a much abbreviated version of a book-length study, to be 
published in late 2000. For reading all or parts of the much longer draft on 
which this paper is based and offering illuminating comments, many thanks go 
to Sonia Corrêa, Zillah Eisenstein, Adrienne Germain, Judith Helzner, Tom 
Merrick, Shahra Razavi, Anita Nayar, Radhika Ramasubban, Fred Block and 
Nicholas Freudenberg. For providing me with vital sources and background 
materials, enormous thanks, again, to Sonia Corrêa and to Jane Cottingham, 
Frances Kissling, Richard Parker, Bharati Sadasivam and Sandra Skelaney. 
 
 

v 



Acronyms 
AIDS acquired immunodeficiency syndrome 
CBO community-based organization 
CFFC Catholics for a Free Choice 
CISMU Women�s Health Cross-Sectoral Commission (Brazil) 
CLADEM Latin American and Caribbean Committee for the Defence 

of Women�s Rights 
CNDM National Council of Women�s Rights (Brazil) 
CNPD National Commission on Population and Development Brazil)  
CRLP Center for Reproductive Law and Policy 
CWPE Committee on Women, Population and the Environment 
DALY disability-adjusted life years 
DAWN Development Alternatives with Women for a New Era 
DISH Delivery of Improved Services for Health 
ECOSOC United Nations Economic and Social Council 
EU European Union 
FGM female genital mutilation 
FPAI Family Planning Association of India 
G-77 Group of 77 
HERA Health, Empowerment, Rights and Accountability 
HIV human immunodeficiency virus 
HSR health sector reform 
ICESCR International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
ICPD International Conference on Population and Development 
IFI international financial institutions 
IMF International Monetary Fund 
IPPF International Planned Parenthood Federation 
IRRRAG International Reproductive Rights Research Action Group 
IWHC International Women�s Health Coalition 
LACWHN Latin American and Caribbean Women�s Health Network 
NAF National Abortion Federation (United States) 
NGO non-governmental organization 
NPU National Population Unit (South Africa) 
ODA official development assistance 
PAI Population Action International 
PAISM Comprehensive Women�s Health Program (Brazil) 
POA Programme of Action 
PrepCom Preparatory Committee 
RAINBO Research Action Network for Bodily Integrity of Women 
RCH reproductive and child health 
RTI reproductive tract infection 
SAP structural adjustment programme 
STD sexually transmitted disease 
SUS universal health system (Brazil) 
TFA Target-Free Approach 
TNC transnational corporation 
UDHR Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
UN United Nations 
UNAIDS Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS 

vi 



 
UNCED United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development 
UNDP United Nations Development Programme 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization 
UNFPA United Nations Population Fund 
UNICEF United Nations Children�s Fund 
UNIFEM United Nations Development Fund for Women 
UN/NGLS United Nations Non-Governmental Liaison Service 
US United States 
WDR World Development Report 
WEDO Women�s Environment and Development Organization 
WGNRR Women�s Global Network for Reproductive Rights 
WHO World Health Organization 
WHP Women�s Health Project (South Africa) 
WHSMP Women�s Health and Safe Motherhood Project (Philippines) 
WSSD World Summit for Social Development 
WTO World Trade Organization 
 

vii 



Summary/Résumé/Resumen 
 
 
Summary 
This paper critically examines the role that transnational women�s NGOs 
played in the 1990s in the creation and implementation of international 
agreements related to reproductive and sexual rights. Its focus throughout is 
twofold. First, it explores the multiple ways in which reproductive and sexual 
rights intersect with, and are embraced within, a wide range of health, human 
rights, social and gender justice and human development issues. Second, it uses 
this inquiry to rethink the complex political dynamics in which transnational 
women�s NGOs find themselves, as they manoeuvre within a globalizing yet 
deeply divided and grossly inequitable world. These dynamics encompass a 
double and precarious positioning. On the one hand, feminist groups have had 
a major impact at both international and national levels in shifting dominant 
discourses about reproduction, population and sexuality in a direction that puts 
the ends of women�s health and empowerment above that of reducing 
population growth. This is a major historical achievement and a mark of the 
power of transnational women�s NGOs. On the other hand, the translation of 
this discursive shift into effective policies and programmes has been seriously 
limited by global economic processes and religious and cultural forces whose 
institutional power is far greater than any that feminist groups could possibly 
attain at this juncture. It has also been limited, however, by internal divisions 
and strategic short-sightedness among the women�s groups themselves. 
 
The paper assesses recent successes and limitations of women�s movements as 
agents of change in the international arena by focusing particularly on the work 
of organizations and coalitions active in the field of reproductive and sexual 
health and rights. Building on previous research, it analyses the �fault lines� 
between reproductive and sexual health/rights and their necessary economic, 
social and cultural enabling conditions. Groups seeking to implement 
reproductive and sexual rights for women and young people have long had to 
confront macroeconomic, fundamentalist and neo-Malthusian agendas that 
perpetuate gender, race and class inequalities and thus impede concrete 
implementation of those rights for the vast majority. Recently, however, the 
project of transforming these conditions has been complicated by several 
additional trends. These include: (1) ongoing economic crises that 
simultaneously call into question and provide an occasion for reforming 
structural adjustment policies and public sector cuts imposed by international 
lenders; (2) health reform plans that stress cost-recovery measures such as user 
fees; (3) the abdication by national governments of their responsibility to 
provide social services in basic areas such as health care and education; and (4) 
the tendency for diverse actors who lack any political accountability�such as 
fundamentalist religious groups, commercial businesses and non-profit 
NGOs�to fill the gap.  
 
The body of the paper is organized into four sections. Section I looks at the 
broad vision of reproductive and sexual health and rights developed by 
feminists of the North and the South over the past three decades. The 
discussion here emphasizes the holistic perspective linking three components: 
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