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Dear                     , 
  
We the undersigned civil society organizations would like to warmly congratulate you on your 
appointment to the position of Director-General of the World Health Organization, and look 
forward to a strong and continued collaboration with WHO. In honour of May 28, International 
Day of Action for Women’s Health,1 we come together as allied advocates, physicians, activists, 
and service providers to ask that in your role as Director-General, you support and advance all 
commitments to women and girls’ health, particularly their sexual and reproductive health and 
rights (SRHR), in order to ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all people at all ages.   
  
Ensuring SRHR has consistently been shown to result in positive health outcomes for women 
and girls, as well as greatly enhance their ability to contribute socially, economically, and 
politically to their communities.2 Yet when it comes to achieving women and girls’ full SRHR, 
much ground remains to be covered. Women and girls worldwide continue to face barriers such 
as inadequate sexual and reproductive health information and services; stigma and discrimination 
when attempting to access such services; parental and/or marital consent requirements; and 
restrictive abortion laws.3 In particular, we find it imperative to draw attention to the recent 
alarming rollbacks regarding women and girls’ health and rights, such as the reinstatement of the 
Global Gag Rule by the Trump administration, and U.S. funding cuts to the UNFPA. These 
regressive steps only exacerbate the current context, undermine progress, and violate women and 
girls’ human rights to information, health, bodily integrity, life, and autonomy in reproductive 
decision-making, among others. 
  
Restricting access to sexual and reproductive health services, including safe abortion, does not 
reduce the need for these services; rather, it only places these services out of reach, endangering 
the health and lives of millions of women and girls worldwide. Various international medical, 
public health, and human rights bodies, such as the International Federation of Gynecology and 
Obstetrics (FIGO), the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women, and the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Health, have expressed concern 
regarding the direct relationship between restrictive abortion laws and the risks to the life, health, 

                                                
1 In 1987, women’s rights activists declared May 28 as the International Day of Action for Women’s Health, as a means to speak 
out on Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR) issues faced by women and girls all over the world. To learn more 
about the Day of Action visit may28.org.  
2 Center for Reproductive Rights and UNFPA (2013), ICPD and Human Rights: 20 Years of Advancing Reproductive Rights 
Through UN Treaty Bodies and Legal Reform; Singh, Susheela et al (2014), Adding it Up: The Costs and Benefits of Investing 
in Sexual and Reproductive Health 2014, p. 34.  
3 DESA (2014), Abortion Policies and Reproductive Health Around the World; Guttmacher Institute (2016), Induced Abortion 
Worldwide: Global Incidence and Trends; Report of the Special Rapporteur on the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the 
highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, A/HRC/32/32 (2016), Para. 60; Singh, Susheela et al (2014), Adding it 
Up: The Costs and Benefits of Investing in Sexual and Reproductive Health 2014.  



and wellbeing of women. Furthermore, there is strong evidence that the prohibition of abortion 
does not deter the practice, but rather results in women seeking clandestine and often unsafe 
procedures. Such unsafe procedures are often fatal and/or cause severe complications, in turn 
taking a heavy toll on healthcare systems in most developing countries, and further reducing the 
quality and accessibility of health services, as well as service providers’ ability to provide quality 
care.  
 
The Sustainable Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda cannot be achieved without prioritizing 
the health and rights of women and girls, including their sexual and reproductive health and 
rights. In light of these recent backslides, it is imperative that you stand strong to achieve the 
following: 
• Resist any attempted rollbacks on women’s health, and ensure that women and girls’ health 

and rights remain a priority 
• Ensure that women and girls’ health and rights, including their SRHR, are incorporated into 

strategies for achieving universal health coverage and access to healthcare 
• Reaffirm and advance evidence- and rights-based commitments to promote physical and 

mental health and wellbeing, including universal access to sexual and reproductive health-
care services. 

  
Sustainable development includes respecting, protecting, and fulfilling the human rights of all 
women and girls. As such, we urge you as incoming WHO Director-General to fully support, 
pursue, and defend a comprehensive approach to women’s health, accounting for the full 
spectrum of women and girls’ sexual and reproductive health issues, needs, and rights. We thank 
you and stand ready to work with you in this regard. 
  
Sincerely, 
 
Global Doctors for Choice 
International Federation of Medical Students’ Associations 
International Planned Parenthood Federation 
Women’s Global Network for Reproductive Rights 
  
  
Endorsing organizations: 
 


