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Over the last few years, the EU has been facing many challenges in the
realization of its core values: the rule of law, democracy, humanrights,
equality, especially gender equality, and women's rights. The upcoming years
are an opportunity for the EU to reflect on the direction it wants to take, the
values it should stand for, and what more it can do to uphold and defend them.

he EU should strive towards a world where eve-
I ryone can enjoy the same rights, and lead free
and safe private and family lives, free from sexism,
coercion, and violence. In this crossroads moment, the
upcoming three Council of the EU Presidencies — Sweden,
Spain, and Belgium — have a critical role to play to uphold
EU values. We call on them to adopt a feminist approach
and show stronger leadership to further advance gender
equality and women's rights, including sexual and repro-
ductive health and rights (SRHR), in the EU and beyond.

SRHR underthreat:
Index!, no EU Member State has fully achieved

A gender equality, in any field: whether in eco-
nomics, politics, education, health, or the fight against
gender-based violence.

SRHR, which are a key precondition for the realization of
gender equality and democracy, are far from being rea-
lized in the EU and the world. Due to a wide range of legall,
policy, practical, economic, social, and cultural bar-
riers, access to SRHR varies widely within and between

s demonstrated by EIGE's 2022 Gender Equality
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countries, including between EU Member States. Access
is particularly limited for women and key popula-
tion groups, and specific healthcare services, such as
abortion care? The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerba-
ted existing inequalities and has particularly affected
women and marginalized groups®. It has also further
fragilized access to healthcare, including SRH services.

Furthermore, rising authoritarianism, coercive and miso-
gynistic movements in Europe and the world have been
threatening gender equality, women'’s rights, LGBTI+
rights and reproductive freedom, and the broader Euro-
pean values of human rights, liberal democracy, and the
rule of law“. SRHR are part of individual freedoms and a
prerequisite for all of us to live free from coercion and
violence. They are therefore critical to uphold democracy
and EU values. Attacks on SRHR are a sign of a weake-
ning democracy. They should be addressed urgently by
the EU to guarantee that every European citizen's repro-
ductive freedom is respected.

What is more, the war in Ukraine and the resulting popu-
lation displacements have led to a critical situation in
meeting the sexual and reproductive health needs of
those displaced.

To ensure the safety and well-being of its citizens, and
to address the alarming situation related to the war in
Ukraine, the EU must counter this backsliding within
and beyond its borders, resist the regressive measures
illiberal groups seek to impose, and defend its values,
including reproductive freedom.




Our recommendations to
the next Presidencies to lead

the EU on a feminist path

Adoptafeminist
approach to EU
policy-making
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Strong political leadership
for gender equality

The Council should pursue its commitments to “promote
gender equality” and “respect for sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights”®, priorities already highlighted
by France, the Czech Republic, and Sweden in their
18-months programme. To achieve these objectives,
the next three Presidencies should adopt a feminist
approach to EU policies, both internal and external.
The three next Presidencies are uniquely placed to do
so: Sweden was a pioneer country in implementing a
feminist foreign policy. Following its example, Spain
has committed to implement a similar policy, as well
as other EU and non-EU countries. An EU-wide feminist
foreign policy should therefore be adopted and imple-
mented. The upcoming Presidencies should:

- Adopt a feminist approach to EU policy-making;
show political will and strong leadership to make
gender equality and SRHR a key priority in all EU poli-
cies, actions, and funding instruments; mainstream
these issues in all relevant Council work; and give
them visibility, including through high- level events
and political declarations.

- Affirm that SRHR are at the core of fundamental EU
values, as human rights, and a prerequisite for gen-
der equality, freedom, and democracy.

- Take an intersectional approach to reduce intersec-
ting inequalities and ensure the needs of all people,
particularly the most underserved, are met; and take
a gender-transformative approach to end unequal
patriarchal power structures.
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Counter opposition
in the Council

Implementing feminist diplomacy also means coun-
tering opposition to gender equality. The backlash on
women’s rights has strongly impacted the Council of
the EU’'s work recently: EU Member States have been
divided, with some countries actively preventing the
adoption of Council Conclusions because of references
to gender equality or SRHR (including on the Gender
Equality Strategy, Gender Action Plan Ill, and the Istan-
bul Convention). This dangerous strategy carried out
by a minority of Member States weakens the Council's
cohesion and undermines the EU’s capacity to advance
gender equality. The upcoming Presidencies must:

- Ensure that gender equality and SRHR remain non-
negotiable priorities for the EU and its Member States,
and work with all Member States to build consensus
and progress on these questions.

- Monitor and condemn at the highest political level
any retrogressive initiatives taken in EU Member
States, and third countries.
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Work with and support
civil society organisations

Civil society organisations (CSOs) working on gender
equality and SRHR have a unique role to play in pro-
moting these issues, because of their outreach to local
communities and their advocacy at the national level
- which also puts them at the forefront of countering the
backlash against SRHR. However, these CSOs, including
local and grassroots organisations, often lack adequate
resources and support to carry out their work and are
even under attack in some contexts. The upcoming Pre-
sidencies should:

- Support politically and financially, through EU inter-
nal and external funding instruments, but also protect,
consult, and give visibility to civil society actors who
defend gender equality and SRHR.

- Work with CSOs to actively counter the opposition to
gender equality and SRHR.



On top of a strong political leadership,
the EU also needs ambitious policies in
favour of gender equality and SRHR. Se-
veral EU policy areas are particularly re-
levant for the promotion of SRHR within
the EU, including health, gender equa-
lity, and non-discrimination, combating
gender-based violence, fundamental
rights, and the rule of law. The EU must
also promote gender equality and SRHR
outside of its borders, through its deve-
lopment, human rights, and neighbou-
rhood policies, but also its trade policy
and climate crisis response. Finally, to
ensure effective implementation, the
three next Presidencies must ensure
that adequate financial resources are
allocated to gender equality and SRHR in
both the EU’s internal and external fun-
ding instruments, including in the COVID
recovery phase.
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Within the EU

Fundamental rights, civic
space, and the rule of law

SRHR are human rights and should be defended as such
as part of core EU values. The protection of SRHR is also
dependent on respect for the rule of law. Recent deve-
lopments in Poland have shown that SRHR are among
the first rights to be undermined when the rule of law
collapses®. CSOs and women human rights defenders
protecting SRHR are increasingly under attack as well,
facing threats, intimidation, and violence, from both
state and non-state actors’. The upcoming three Pre-
sidencies must:

» Defend EU values in EU Member States: ensure that
fundamental rights, including SRHR, and the rule of
law are respected and that CSOs can work in an ena-
bling environment;

« Adopt strong Council Conclusions on civic space
under the Swedish Presidency, which acknowledge
the challenges and attacks faced by civil society
organisations and human rights defenders, who work
on SRHR, women's rights, gender equality, and LGBTIQ
rights, and support them;

« Politically condemn any negative development per-
taining to EU values, such as the de facto abortion
ban in Poland, through joint statements signed by EU
Member States;

Use all the tools at their disposal to ensure respect for
EU values and apply sanctions whenever necessary,
including:

+ Political tools: address breaches of the rule of law,
and related human rights violations, through the Rule
of law mechanism (through country-specific peer
reviews) and Article 7 TEU (%rgcnise Hearings, adopt
Recommendations, and vote to move toward sanc-
tioning Poland);

 Financial tools: continue to block EU funds going to
Poland, namely the COVID-19 Recovery Fund as well
as structural Cohesion Funds, unless significant pro-
gress regarding the rule of law is made, and an
efficient monitoring system is put in place.

Health

Recent EIGE findings, from the 2022 Gender Equality
Index, indicate that health inequalities have been wide-
ning. The three next Presidencies should aim to reduce
health inequalities, including gender inequalities; pro-
mote equal access to health care, including sexual and
reproductive health care, in particular for vulnerable
groups (e.g. Roma women, LGBTIQ people); address
the specific health needs of certain populations (e.g.
women need reproductive health care that men do not);
and strengthen preventive measures, through health
information and education, including comprehensive
sexuality education. The upcoming Presidencies should:

* Include a gender perspective, and when relevant

SRHR, throughout EU health policies, actions and fun-
ding, including in the implementation of the EU4Health

Programme;



 Follow up on the 2006 and 2009 Council Conclusions
on gender and health, the findings of the European
Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) 2022 Index on Health,
and the EU Strategies for Roma and LGBTI Equality;
and adopt Council Conclusions on gender equality in
health, including sexual and reproductive health.

Gender equality and
gender-based violence

The EU is committed to improve gender equality and
tackle gender-based violence, and SRHR are an integral
component of both®. We ask upcoming Presidencies
to pursue the former Trio’'s commitment to “make the
Union's Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 a reality for
all” and to “fight against gender-based stereotypes™.

To progress towards gender equality, the next Presi-
dencies should:

¢ Implement the EU Gender Equality Strategy 2020-
2025, and adopt Council Conclusions to commit to its
objectives and review its implementation;

 Follow up on the Mutual Learning Seminar" on SRHR
facilitated by the European Commission and co-led
by France and Belgium on 29-30 November 2022, and
organise regular similar exchanges to promote best
practices on all aspects of SRHR;

To tackle gender-based violence, the next Presiden-
cies should:

* Prioritise the negotiations on the Directive on violence
against women, and ensure its swift adoption by the
Council of the EU, without removing any provisions pro-
posed by the European Commission®, especially the
criminalization of rape with a consent-based definition;

« Encourage all EU Member States to ratify the Istanbul
Convention, and progress towards the EU accession
to the Istanbul Convention by qualified majority, as
the Court of Justice of the EU confirmed as possible in
its opinion issued on 6 October 2021%,

« Adopt the Commission’s proposal to include hate
crimes and hate speech, including on grounds of sex,
sexual orientation, and gender identity, in the list of
Eurocrimes.
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Outside the EU

2020 and 2021 marked key milestones: the Generation
Equality Forum, the adoption of the NDICI Regulations,
and the Gender Action Plan lll that all highlighted the
need to prioritise gender equality and SRHR in EU exter-
nal actions. It is now time to uphold these commitments
through effective implementation. To do so, the upco-
ming Presidencies must:

Monitor the implementation of the NDICI and the fun-
ding allocations to gender equality and SRHR:

« Use all the tools available (joint programming, Team
Europe Initiatives, dialogue with the European Com-
mission) to promote the allocation of adequate
funding to gender equality and SRHR;

e Track the financial targets set in the NDICI*, and
adopt Council Conclusions on the European Com-
mission and Member States’ performance against
those targets, including recommendations on the way
forward to achieve them;

e Consider the need to allocate additional budget to
the NDICI, which is overstretched, due in particular
to the consequences of the war in Ukraine. Alloca-
ting additional funding to gender equality and human
development, including SRHR is particularly urgent.

Monitor the implementation of the Gender Action Plan
(GAP) lll and keep all European actors (EU Delegations,
the European Commission, the European External
Action Service as well as Member States) accountable
for the achievement of the GAP Il objectives:

« Organise under the Swedish Presidency a public dis-
cussion with the European Commission, the European
External Action Service, and CSOs for the mid-term
review of the GAP lll to assess its implementation;

e Based on this discussion, adopt Council Conclu-
sions under the Spanish presidency on the GAP Il
implementation to make recommendations and
strengthen it in the coming years. The Council
Conclusions should include a strong prioritisation of
intersectionality, fighting against gender stereotypes
and harmful gender norms, and ensuring access to
and respect of SRHR, including access to SRH services
and Comprehensive Sexuality Education.

Monitor the implementation and ensure proper fun-
ding of the Youth Action Plan (YAP):

* Urge the European Commission to set up a com-
prehensive monitoring and evaluation mechanism,
including indicators to measure the YAP success

» Encourage EU delegations to mainstream the YAP in
their programming and translate its commitments
and priorities into concrete funding, programmes and
actions;

¢ Incorporate YAP commitments and priorities in the
upcoming mid-term review of the NDICI and the future
EU’s funding instruments for external action after 2027.

Ensure the implementation of the recent Global Health
Strategy (GHS)™:

» Adopt Council conclusions endorsing the GHS and

highlighting the importance of SRHR as a critical com-
ponent of advancing Universal Health Coverage;



* Work with the European Commission to set up a com-
prehensive monitoring and evaluation mechanism
which commits the European institutions and Member
States to the achievement of the Strategy’s objectives;

« Ensure the Strategy’s implementation is adequa-
tely resourced with staff and funding to achieve its
objectives.

Prioritise gender equality and SRHR in the EU relations
with other regions:

e Pursue political dialogues around gender equa-
lity and SRHR with the African Union, following the
Summit organised in February 2022. Guarantee the
inclusion and effective participation of African and
European CSOs working on gender equality and SRHR
in these dialogues.

* Advocate for the swift ratification of the EU-ACP
agreement and its effective implementation as soon
as possible;

e During the EU-CELAC summit in July 2023, orga-
nise political dialogues around gender equality and
SRHR and include strong, precise, and binding com-
mitments to gender equality and SRHR in the outcome
document of the Summit.

Monitor the implementation of the EU Action Plan for
Human Rights and Democracy and keep all European
actors accountable:

e Organise a public discussion with the European
Commission, the European External Action Service,
and CSOs for the mid-term review of the EU Action
Plan for Human Rights and Democracy to assess its
implementation, in 2023;

 Based on this discussion, adopt Council Conclusions
on the Action Plan implementation to strengthen
it in the coming years, including through prioritising
women'’s rights, SRHR, and support to Women Human
Rights Defenders in the world;

Ensure women human rights defenders are gua-
ranteed the protection and support they need, under
the revised EU Guidelines on Human Rights Defenders.

Include a gender-transformative approach in all
EU external actions, as this is what a true feminist
diplomacy approach means: a gender lens must be
included in EU external actions regarding humanitarian
aid, development, human rights, neighbourhood, trade,
security, migration, climate, and economic policies.
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IPPF European Network cares.

We are working through our 30 autonomous national Member
Associations across Europe and Central Asia so that all
women, men, children and young people can lead safe and
dignified sexual and reproductive lives, free from harm and
discrimination.
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