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Even though sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR)1 of women, girls, and gender-

diverse and transgender individuals, are recognized in international law, these rights are still 

continuously violated at a global level. Women are still facing sexual violence and unequal 

treatment putting their health and lives at risk. Especially during COVID-19, SRHRs have been 

increasingly compromised due to limited access to care, and to increased rates of domestic 

(sexual) violence. 

Violation of SRHRs is a violation of human rights as it “constitutes a breach of women’s and 

girls’ rights to equality, non-discrimination, dignity and health, and freedom from inhuman 

and degrading treatment”.2 Internationally, the commitment to protect and promote sexual 

and reproductive health and reproductive rights is laid down in various declarations and action 

plans, including in the context of women's rights and gender-based violence.3  

Right to abortion 

One of the most discussed women’s rights is the right to abortion. Denying access to abortion 

has been identified as a form of gender-based violence against women, which can amount to 

torture and/or cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment (OHCHR, 2020). Worldwide, unsafe 

abortions are one of the five major causes of maternal mortality. In Europe, up to 20% of all 

deaths during pregnancy are due to unsafe abortions (WHO Europe). Although abortion is 

legal in many European countries, it is not accessible everywhere, and even when legally 

available, there can be barriers that hinder women’s timely access to abortion, e.g., a 

mandatory waiting time after the initial request by women; mandatory permission from e.g., 

                                                           
1 The definition of SRHR is clearly described by the Office of the United Nations (UN) High Commissioner for 
Human Rights (OHCHR): “[..] sexual and reproductive health is related to multiple human rights, including the 
right to life, the right to be free from torture, the right to health, the right to privacy, the right to education, and 
the prohibition of discrimination” (OHCHR). 
2 Report of the Committee on Women's Rights and Gender Equality of the European Parliament (2013).  
3 SRSH commitments:  

- The Global Goals: Sustainable Development Goal 5; specifically, target SDG 5.6. mentions that universal 
access to sexual and reproductive health and rights should be ensured. 

- Vienna Declaration (World Conference on Human Rights, 1993): "human rights of women should form 
an integral part of the United Nations human rights activities, including the promotion of all human 
rights instruments relating to women. The World Conference on Human Rights urges governments, 
institutions, intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations to intensify their efforts for the 
protection and promotion of human rights of women and the girl-child." 

- European Union Gender Action Plan II (European Commission, 2020); https://www.who.int/news-
room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation  

https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/women/wrgs/pages/healthrights.aspx
https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/Life-stages/sexual-and-reproductive-health/areas-of-work/abortion
https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/women/wrgs/pages/healthrights.aspx
file:///C:/Users/dzeeg/Documents/advocacy/European%20Parliament%20(2013)
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/vienna.aspx
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_2184
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation


legal guardians and doctors; or refusal due to religion.4 These restrictions also have 

discriminatory effects in terms of access, since women who are well informed and possess 

adequate financial means can often obtain legal and safe abortions more easily. 

The European Court of Human Rights, recognizing that the national legislator is able to adopt 

statutory regulations allowing abortion under specific provisions, nevertheless, has found that 

the prohibition of abortion when sought for reasons of health and/or wellbeing falls within 

the scope of the right to respect one’s private life, and accordingly falls within the scope of 

Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights (A, B and C v. Ireland). The Court also 

underlines that the notion of private life within the meaning of Article 8 applies both to 

decisions to become and not to become a parent (P. and S. v. Poland, Evans v. the United 

Kingdom, R.R. v. Poland, and Dickson v. the United Kingdom).  

People with diverse sexual orientations 

Another important issue that has come up in recent years, is the fact that – for a long time – 

people with diverse sexual orientations have been neglected in the discussion around SRHRs. 

They face discrimination and violence which inhibit their access to the care they need, 

including reproductive health care to protect themselves and their partners from sexual 

health risks (Out Right International Action, 2018). This does not align with international law, 

nor with Sustainable Development Goal (SGD) 3, and specifically target SDG3.8 on Universal 

Health Coverage (UHC) “to leave none behind”,5 to which all Member States of the United 

Nations have committed, and with a concrete commitment at EU level too.        

Besides these two issues, the increasingly multicultural composition of the population in 

Europe creates new challenges for safeguarding and promoting SRHRs. In many 

circumstances, healthcare professionals have to serve very diverse groups, young immigrants, 

refugees, and internally displaced populations, which requires offering culturally sensitive and 

gender-sensitive care for which they are not trained and presents issues they may be 

unfamiliar with e.g., female genital mutilation and related medical and legal issues.6 Finally, 

special attention should be placed on the sexuality and reproductive rights of certain 

populations, such as individuals with disabilities and those who are incarcerated.       

EUPHA calls upon governments in Europe and beyond:  

● To ensure sexual and reproductive health services are offered without discrimination 

to women, girls, and gender-diverse and transgender populations; 

● To integrate gender perspectives into all health policies and programmes; 

● To include sexual and reproductive healthcare services in universal and equitable 

health coverage packages, leaving no one behind; 

● To ensure gender responsive social and public health infrastructure; 

                                                           
4 Reproductive Rights European Abortion Laws: A Comparative Overview, Center for Reproductive Rights, 2021 
5 Target 3.8 on Universal Health Coverage: Achieve universal health coverage, including financial risk protection, 
access to quality essential health-care services and access to safe, effective, quality, and affordable essential 
medicines and vaccines for all. 
6 https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation  

http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-102332
http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-114098
http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-80046
http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-80046
http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-104911
http://hudoc.echr.coe.int/eng?i=001-83788
https://outrightinternational.org/content/sexual-and-reproductive-health-and-rights-all
https://reproductiverights.org/sites/default/files/documents/European%20abortion%20law%20a%20comparative%20review.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/female-genital-mutilation


● To promote intersectoral collaboration to address social determinants behind sexual 

and reproductive health; and 

● To acknowledge the unique needs of adolescents and to ensure they can access 

comprehensive sexuality education and adolescent friendly SRHRs services, ensuring 

health literacy is improved to avoid negative health and social consequences in young 

people. 

 

This statement was written in collaboration with the EUPHA Working Group (WG) on Gender 

Equality and Women’s Empowerment. For more information, please contact EUPHA WG 

Chair, Dr Elena Petelos, elena.petelos@med.uoc.gr; or Dr Dineke Zeegers Paget, EUPHA 

Executive Director, office@eupha.org 

 

 

 

The European Public Health Association, or EUPHA in short, is an umbrella organisation for public health 

associations in Europe. Our network of national associations of public health represents around 20’000 public 

health professionals. Our mission is to facilitate and activate a strong voice of the public health network by 

enhancing visibility of the evidence and by strengthening the capacity of public health professionals. EUPHA 

contributes to the preservation and improvement of public health in the European region through capacity and 

knowledge building. We are committed to creating a more inclusive Europe, narrowing all health inequalities 

among Europeans, by facilitating, activating, and disseminating strong evidence-based voices from the public 

health community and by strengthening the capacity of public health professionals to achieve evidence-based 

change.  
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