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(28 September 2020) On International Safe Abortion Day 2020, EPSU strongly reiterates that 
every woman must have full autonomy over decisions that concern her own body. States 
have a responsibility to guarantee women’s rights and facilitate an environment where each 
and every woman has the possibility to make a decision about abortion, and follow through 
with this in a safe way. Once these rights are secured and such an environment has been 
established, Trade Unions and communities will keep fighting to ensure that there are no 
steps backward, no erosion of rights, and no barrier raised between law and practice.  
 
Throughout the sanitary crisis that has gripped Europe over the last few months, the limits of 
profit-orientated and gender blind policies have come to the fore once again. We have also 
seen, however, that in some places the sanitary emergency has been used as an excuse to 
regress into outdated patriarchal social structures and discriminate against women, LGBTQ+ 
and migrants.  
 
In light of this, EPSU urges the European Institutions and national Governments to shape all 
current and future policy and budgetary decisions in line with the following principles: 
 
1. Women’s health services are essential 

 Being able to access necessary care whenever it is needed is fundamental for women’s 
health. This can be facilitated by, amongst other things, removing medically unnecessary 
administrative obstacles (i.e. mandatory waiting periods, hospitalisation, mandatory 
consultations..) and allowing emergency contraception without prescription. Gender and 
Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR) services must be guaranteed at all 
times, including during emergencies where service provision is limited to essential 
services, confinements and lockdowns. 

 
2. Gender health and SRHR services are a basic right for all 

 Gender and SRHR services deliver a vast number of services, from counselling to 
education, prevention, contraception and abortion, pregnancy and maternity related 
services, early support to victims of violence. These are often time-sensitive and 
potentially life saving healthcare services. Closing these centres, defunding them, and 
leaving them understaffed are often techniques used to mask anti-choice politics. These 
practices endanger women of all ages.  

 
3. Gender health and SRHR services must be accessible to all 

 Gender health and SRHR services must be available to all who need them. It is therefore 
necessary to increase accessibility, expand the presence these services in communities 
and to avoid privatisation and marketisation. Doctors and nurses refusal to provide some 
services due to their religious beliefs can jeopardise access to abortion care, and this 
must be prohibited by all national legislations.  

 
4. Care workers in gender health and SRHR services deserve better working 

conditions 
The health impacts of rising temperatures and natural disasters caused by the climate 
change crisis are likely to increase the demand for care work, thereby putting additional 
burdens on those who are mainly responsible for providing care. A gender-just adaptation 
must account for the existing deficits in care jobs, increase capacity and funding in the 
sector, and provide adaptation training for care workers. 

 



5. Education is a key tool to ensure gender equality and SRHR 
 Education empowers young people to make informed decisions about relationships and 
sexuality. It can help navigate a world where gender-based violence, gender inequality, 
early and unintended pregnancies, HIV and other sexually transmitted infections (STIs) 
still pose serious risks to young people’s health and well-being. ‘Gender-focused’ 
programmes are substantially more effective than ‘gender-blind’ programmes in terms of 
achieving the best health outcomes, for example by reducing the rates of unintended 
pregnancy or STIs. Education also helps to reduce stigma around menstruation. EPSU 
has joined the “Period Dignity” initiative, which promotes the provision of free sanitary 
products in places of work and education as an important step towards removing the 
taboo. EPSU supports similar initiatives that Unions are promoting across Europe, and 
calls on more places of work and education to adopt such measures. 

 
6. Everyone has the right to decide over their own body: no one is excluded 

 Self-determination means that no human being can be coerced into any form of birth 
control or forced sterilisation. A number of cases tried before the European Court of 
Human Rights have found that the human rights of Romani women have been violated, 
and one recent judgement found that the sterilisation requirement in legal gender 
recognition violates the right to private life, yet these practices are still a reality in Europe. 
Women and girls with disabilities in Europe are being sterilised without their consent or 
knowledge, depriving them of dignity and power over their sexual and reproductive rights. 
No one shall be forced into any unwanted practice because of gender identity, disability, 
ethnicity, or religion. 
 

7. Gender health and SRHR should be mainstreamed in all polices  
Women's health, including gender specific treatments and services, must be taken into 
account in the development and implementation of all policies, for example climate and 
migration policies and corresponding emergency plans and protocols. Policies must 
reflect the specific vulnerabilities that women often face in emergency situations and 
include gender specific emergency kits, including all necessary sanitary products but also 
drugs and medical equipment needed in cases of rape and sexual violence, abortion, 
pregnancy, gender reassignment, etc. 
 
 
 

 


