Strengthening families through the implementation of ICPD Programme of Action:

UNFPA’s perspective

Introduction

Based upon the consensus built in the Cairo International Conference on Population and Development in 1994 reaffirmed during its tenth review in 2004, UNFPA acknowledges that families are central to human societies. UNFPA recognizes that families are social basic unit that reproduce and generate norms, values and regulations enabling societal life and create wealth and knowledge contributing to collective well being. Thus, families play a critical role in providing material and emotional support, security and happiness to its members. 

Evolution of values and attitudes in different socio-economic, cultural and economic formations, as well as global trends n changing social and economic conditions over the last few decades have led to a diversity of family forms and situations around the world, including women headed households, single-parent households, childless nuclear families, households of multiple-generations, composite families or children headed of families in settings severely affected by HIV/AIDS. 

The ICPD Programme of Action recognizes that all these varieties of families deserve protection and support. They acknowledge that the rights of all individual family members; including women, children, and the elderly must be promoted and protected. 

To reinforce families and empower all the individual family members, UNFPA supports programmes that strengthen capacities of families to overcome barriers and minimize lost opportunities posed by gender discrimination, marginalization of young people, poverty and limited access to social services, including sexual and reproductive health service. 

Breaking the vicious cycle of poverty

Poverty perpetuates poor health, gender inequality and rapid population growth. ICPD Programme of Action recognized that empowering individual women and men with education and the means to determine the number and spacing of their children is critical to break the vicious cycle of poverty. Analysis of recent data confirms that countries that have reduced fertility and have slower population growth along with investments in education and basic health services, have higher productivity, more savings and more productive investment, resulting in faster economic growth. Therefore, enabling people to have fewer children, if they want to, in conditions in which they will have access to education and health, helps to stimulate development and reduce poverty, both in individual level household and at the macroeconomic level. Families with lower fertility are better able to invest in the health of each child, and to give their children proper nourishment. Larger families have less to invest in the education of each child. Less education implies less opportunities and increases poverty for the family and overall fuels intergeneration transmission of poverty.

Although, the ICPD goal of universal access to quality reproductive health services by 2015 is not one of the MDGs, countries cannot achieve MDGs’ goals if issues of population and reproductive health are not properly addressed.  Hence UNFPA’s support to countries to include reproductive health goals and indicators, (e.g. contraceptive prevalence rate as an indicator to measure access to reproductive health services issues) in their national Millennium Development Goals Reports is critical.

Along with its assistance to countries in integrating Population and Development components into key development frameworks such as MDGs, PRSPs, UNFPA also seeks partnerships with micro-credit institutions and rural development NGOs to mitigate the impacts of poverty on women and families with their common efforts.  As an example, UNFPA is currently in partnership with IFAD, Freedom from Hunger and Micro-credit Summit Campaign to launch an inter-regional programme that will aim to integrate reproductive health education into micro-credit networks in rural settings.  Reproductive health and HIV/AIDs prevention messages as well as economic skills will be delivered by micro-credit practitioners to thousands of very poor and isolate women during the banking sessions. 

Promotion of gender equality and equality benefits families

Gender inequality undermines development and prospects for reducing poverty as women who count for more than 50% of human beings are not enough promoted as a human capital that can tremendously boost economy and development. Ensuring that women and men enjoy the same rights and have access to education, jobs, property and credit, and supporting women’s participation in public life reduce child mortality, improves public health, slows population growth and strengthens overall economic growth. Gender inequalities are also reduced by economic development that improves the infrastructure for water, energy and transportation. This cut the time women have to spend on domestic tasks such fetching water, gathering cooking fuel and producing food for family consumption, giving them more time to earn additional income and participate in community affairs

To ensure that women’s needs, interests and rights are fairly taken into account in the national and local Development frameworks, UNFPA assists countries in building capacities in Gender budgeting, Gender auditing and Gender accountability systems. UNFPA also supports countries to “engenderize” their data collection systems to promote gender sensitive programming and to make women’s contribution visible and countable as well. 

UNFPA has a long standing  collaboration with women’s rights groups and women parliamentarians networks to establish national legal frameworks and mechanisms protecting women and girls’ rights aligned with international treaties such as CEDAW, Beijing Platform of action.

Saving the life of women as a moral and human right imperative

If women had the power to make informed choices and autonomous decisions on their sexuality, they could avoid many of the 80 million unwanted pregnancies each year, 20 millions unsafe abortions, some 500,000 maternal deaths. More than a million children are left motherless each year as a result of maternal mortality. Almost half of all infant deaths - about 3.4 million out of 8 million - result from poor maternal health and inadequate delivery care. 
Recognizing that most of these deaths and injuries could be prevented with wider access to skilled care before, during and after pregnancy, Cairo called on countries to expand maternal health services in the context of primary health care and develop strategies to overcome the main causes of maternal deaths and morbid and illness. The case of Goudiry, a remote Senegalese village could illustrate UNFPA’s contribution to safe mothers’ life and transforms childbearing in a moment of joy instead of a threat of death.

To get from Goudiry to the regional hospital in Tambacounda, Senegal, women in labour had to travel 70 kilometers along a rough dirt road, often in donkey carts. Eight out of ten with complicated pregnancies didn’t get help in time and many died. That was before 2001, when with UNFPA support Goudiry’s tiny health clinic was expanded into an obstetric care center with the equipment and personnel to handle blood transfusions and c-sections. An anesthetist, 17 nurses and several trained community workers offer outreach services, including information about reproductive health issues. They also deliver contraceptive supplies to the surrounding areas. Already the model has saved more than 100 women.  

Ending violence against women

Around the world, at least one in every three women has been beaten, coerced into sex, or abused in some way or another most often by someone she knows, including by her husband or another male family member. At least 60 million females who would otherwise be expected are “missing” from various populations mostly in Asia as a result of sex-selective abortions, infanticide or neglect. At least130 million women, mainly in Africa had to undergo female genital mutilation or cutting; another 2 million are at risk each year. “Honour killings” take the lives of thousand of young women mainly in Western Asia, North Africa and parts of South Asia. At least 1000 women were murdered in Pakistan in 1999.

 As a part of its work to counter gender-based violence, UNFPA has supported training of medical professionals, to make them more sensitive towards women who may have experienced violence and to meet their health needs. Pilot intervention have been tested in 10 countries - Cape Verde, Ecuador, Guatemala, Lebanon, Lithuania, Mozambique, Nepal, Romania, Russia and Sri Lanka. Following consultation with health providers and clients, all women were screened for abuse; possible victims have been offered legal, medical and psychological support. Attention has been particularly paid to involving communities and to creating support networks for victims.

Positioning men as a force of change

Men’s attitudes and behaviours are strongly influenced by society’s expectation, thus promotion of gender equality and equity is a society’s issue as a whole. These expectations begin in the family, particularly, the assumption that contraception, pregnancy and childbirth are exclusively women’s concerns reinforces men’s lack of involvement in safeguarding reproductive health both their own and that of their partner. 

The project “Male Call” can be cited as an example to illustrate UNFPA intervention to mobilize men as a force for social change. Implemented by Population Services Filipinas Inc, the project successfully combined educational strategies with the provision of reproductive health services in Taytay, a rural area in the Philippines. Because the approval and cooperation of their partners was needed to ensure women’s access to health services in the area, men were a key target for messages delivered through media, cultural performances, community events and seminars and workshops. The project included rural outreach, a referral system that offered discounted rates and a clinic. Successes included more family planning acceptors, more prenatal check-ups and pap smears and more treatment of reproductive tract infections. In addition, seminars and workshops gave men the opportunity to discuss sexual behaviours and talk more openly about reproductive and sexual issues with their partners. Evaluations also showed that the project improved men’s relationships with their wives. 

Tackling the devastating effect of HIV/AIDS on families         

Over two decades, the toll of HIV/AIDS is devastating: some 38 million people are living with HIV/AIDS and over 20 millions have died and some 5 million new infections are occurring each year. The impact of HIV/AIDs on households is very severe. Although no part of the population is unaffected by HIV, it is often the poorest that are the most vulnerable to HIV/AIDS and on whom the consequences are most severe. In many cases, the presence of AIDS means that the household will dissolve, as parents die and children are sent to relatives for care and upbringing. 

A study in Zambia revealed that 65% of households in which the mother had died had dissolved. But much happens to a family before this dissolution happens: HIV/AIDS strips the family of assets and income-earners, further impoverishing the poor. A study in three countries, Burkina Faso, Rwanda and Uganda, has calculated that AIDS will not only reverse efforts to reduce poverty, but will increase the percentage of people living in extreme poverty (from 45% in 2000 to 51% in 2015). Moreover, the HIV/AIDS epidemic disarticulates the structures of families and destabilizes societies; it is common in very affected settings to see grandparents raising their grandchildren, children becoming heads of families, siblings and cousins bond to form new families and dying adults attended by their own young children. 

Gender discrimination and the low status of women and girls worsen their vulnerability to HIV/AIDS. Male domination limits their ability to negotiate condom use. Poverty leads many young women and girls into transactional sexual relation, often with older partners who had risky sexual past. As a result, in Sub-Sahara Africa, nearly 60% of HIV/AIDS infected adults are women.  

ICPD Programme of Action recommended that “Governments should ensure that prevention and the services for sexually transmitted diseases and HIV/AIDs are an integral component of reproductive and sexual health programmes at the primary health-care level”.  In the spirit of this recommendation, UNFPA has developed among several other experiences around the world a comprehensive approach to HIV/AIDS prevention in Sierra Leone, country that recently emerged from ten years of war. UNFPA has responded through a coordinated initiative that aims to reduce the risk of HIV/AIDS and other STIs, reduce women’s for commercial sex work, alleviate poverty and enhance family life and community security. UNFPA’s comprehensive approach includes prevention activities among Sierra Leone police force, the Sierra Leone military, international peacekeepers and demobilized soldiers, sex workers and refugees, strengthening the capacity of partner NGOs as well as  creation of safe blood supply.

Investing in young people to challenge the future

Young people are currently the largest generation in human history. The challenges they face include poverty, violence, HIV/AIDS and STI,  limited access to social services such as education and health as well as lack of decent jobs to found their own family. Support from both their family and the Governments is critical to enable them to challenge the future. 

In Bangladesh where more than a half of girls marry and begin childbearing by age of 20, UNFPA and UNICEF have teamed together to assist both unmarried adolescents in delaying marriage and married adolescent in knowing their rights. Girls participate in non traditional livelihood skills programmes such as journalism, photography to enhance their confidence and visibility in the community. UNFPA is supporting efforts to heighten adolescents’ awareness about reproductive health rights. The project also helps the Government, families and communities support the girls’ development. 

 Protecting the dignity and human rights of older persons

The issues of ageing must be at the centre of the global development agenda. Today, the elderly are the world's fastest growing population group, and among the poorest. One person in 10 is 60 years or older, but by 2050, the rate will be one person in five. The needs of the older persons who are alive today must be addressed and planned ahead to meet the needs of the elderly tomorrow. In the developing world, there are almost 400 million people over age 60, the majority of whom are women, and this figure is expected to rise dramatically in the coming decades. With higher life expectancy, older people increasingly want to remain economically active and make a contribution to development. This is particularly essential in countries very affected by HIV/AIDS where very often grandparents have to raise numerous grandchildren.  

Through policy dialogue, UNFPA fosters Government to recognize and plan the needs of older persons as well as their strength to empower them. Human rights, sustainable human development and poverty eradication programmes must be developed, designed and monitored at all levels with older people playing an active role. UNFPA, in partnership with the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, and New York's Columbia University's School of Public Health, worked on a programme on capacity building for meeting the needs of older persons in developing countries.
Conclusion: Using culture to build communities’ ownership of family policies and programmes 

To be successful and sustainable, UNFPA believes that policies and programmes that aim to support families must recognize local social and cultural realities and promote open dialogue and community involvement. In Uganda, for instance female genital cutting or mutilation among the Sabiny population was sharply reduced with UNFPA support by partnering with Sabiny elders to develop alternative rites that reinforced the community’s cultural dignity while protecting the human rights of girls. 

By building upon communities’ reality and positive values and promoting the rights of all the family members, UNFPA and the global community of development partners in general can effectively support families to stand up under difficult situation including poverty, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, violence against women and youth marginalization.
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