
 

Context: MEPs concerned about consequences of
global gag rule
 
Several EU countries have decided to raise money for organisations offering sexual
health and family planning services after US President Donald Trump decided to
reintroduce a rule banning US financing for NGOs providing or promoting abortion to
women in developing countries. This policy is often referred to as the global gag rule.
Most  MEPs criticised the US decision during a debate on 14 March, asking for action
from the EU while some insisted on respecting the rights of unborn children.
 
The US reintroduces ban
 
Trump signed an executive order on 23 January prohibiting US financing of NGOs providing
abortion or services, such as counselling and training, even if they do so with their own money.
The rule was first announced in 1984 in Mexico City during the UN International Conference on
Population by then US president Ronald Reagan who was in favour of  “respect for human life
at its most vulnerable - human life still unborn”. Since its introduction, it has repeatedly been
lifted by Democrats and reintroduced by Republicans.
 
Trump's decision to reintroduce the ban has led to strong reactions around the globe. Critics
pointed out that the NGOs and clinics that will be affected also provide services concerning
reproductive health and that the reduction in funding could have an impact on the health care
being offered.
 
The risk of illegal abortions
 
The concern is that the lack of funding will not make the issue go away. On the contrary, many
women are likely to undergo an illegal and possibly unsafe abortion. According to estimates
from the World Health Organization, some 22 million unsafe abortions are carried out around
the world every year, with nearly all taking place in developing countries. In 2008 47,000 women
are estimated to have died because of it. About five million women are admitted to the hospital
every year as a result of unsafe abortions in developing countries and more than three million
women who experience complications due to an unsafe abortion do not receive care.
 
Campaing to help NGOs affected
 
In response to Trump's decision representatives from 57 countries and private organisations
met in Brussels on 2 March for a conference organised by Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands
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http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs388/en/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs388/en/
https://www.government.nl/latest/news/2017/03/03/ploumen-at-conference-in-brussels-delighted-with-overwhelming-worldwide-response-to-she-decides


and Sweden to find ways to help the organisations affected. The conference raised €181 million
for fundraising initiative She Decides. Belgium, the Netherlands and Denmark are reported to
have pledged €10 million, while Finland and Sweden committed to €20 million and Luxembourg
to €2 million.
 
 
Plenary debate
 
 
 
During the plenary debate on 14 March, most MEPs criticised the decision, saying it could put
women at risk as it might lead to more unsafe abortions. However, some MEPs said the rights
of unborn children had to be protected and did not want the EU to fund these NGOs.
 
Christos Stylianides, the commissioner responsible for humanitarian aid, said: “In the poorest
countries of the world this can put the lives of young women and girls at risk.” He added: “EU
policies are driven by our own priorities and values, not by what others do or stop doing.”
 
Some called on the EU to step in and replace US funding
 
Swedish EPP Member Anna Maria Corazza Bildt strongly condemned the decision and called
on Europe to step in to fill the funding gap, while UK S&D member chair Linda McAvan, chair of
the development committee, said: "Cutting this funding does not mean fewer abortions. All the
evidence from the last period when the gag was in place shows the number of unwanted
pregnancies and abortions increased when the global gag came in." A similar point was made
by Dutch ALDE member Sophie in 't Veld who said: "Women should decide on their own bodies,
always."
 
Malin Björk, a Swedish member of the GUE/NGL group, called for EU action, saying: "We must
condemn the US gag rule, take up the fight in international fora and commit more money." This
point was also raised by German Greens/EFA member Terry Reintke who urged the EU to
increase funding.
 
However, not all MEPs agreed.
 
Slovak ECR member Branislav Škripek called abortion “barbaric” with “no health care benefit”,
adding: “Resources should be redirected to provide real and maternal care to women.”
 
German EFDD member Beatrix von Storch said that abortion was not an EU competence and
that in some EU countries it was still an offence: "I suggest that we defend protecting lives and
not ending lives." French ENF member  Marie-Christine Arnautu said there were people who
tend to ignore national sovereignty: "It’s up to the United States government to decide on its
own criteria when it comes to financing foreign NGOs.”
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https://www.shedecides.com/


Find out more
Press release
Website of the She Decided initiative
Parliament question to Commission on global gag rule
Memorandum regarding Mexico city policy
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20170308IPR65687/
https://www.shedecides.com/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+WQ+E-2017-000405+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=en
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/01/23/presidential-memorandum-regarding-mexico-city-policy


Speakers in the debate on the global gag rule
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