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Universal health coverage (UHC) aims to make pro-
motive, preventive, curative and rehabilitative
health services available for the entire population.
It ensures that quality healthcare services are con-
trolled and regulated by governments, which are
expected to subsidise the cost of provided services,
making them available and affordable for the
whole population regardless of socioeconomic sta-
tus.1 On 23 September 2019, UN Member States
made a political agreement to include UHC aims
at the national level by 2030.2 A remarkable
achievement in this regard was the integration
into the UHC Declaration of sexual and reproductive
health (SRH) services and SRH and rights (SRHR),
based on International Conference on Population
and Development and Beijing Platform for Action
review documents. SRHR is a crucial component
of human rights and health rights, and its incorpor-
ation into UHC enables individuals with diverse
needs to make informed decisions regarding their
reproductive health, sexuality, gender, consent, ter-
mination of pregnancy and sexual health.

The integration of SRH services – in the context
of SRHR – into UHC is key to ensuring accessibility
to high-quality services, especially among margin-
alised and impoverished communities. In the
past decade, there has been a marked increase in
the quality and availability of SRH services in
some low- and middle-income countries (LMICs).
The implementation of UHC will help to address
several gaps that remain at service level: for
example, ensuring access to quality services by

disadvantaged groups; applying non-discrimi-
nation as a broader social policy; and securing
financial protection.3,4 Nevertheless, UHC faces
challenges related to ethical dilemmas and public
health principles owing to multiple weaknesses
in healthcare systems that require tough trade-
offs for policymakers.5 The Ebola epidemic in wes-
tern Africa and, more recently, the COVID-19 pan-
demic have revealed the need to strengthen health
systems. The restricted capacity of health systems
in African countries such as Guinea, Liberia and
Sierra Leone also facilitated the rapid spread of
Ebola in 2014. Consequently, remarkable efforts
are required to increase the resilience of health
systems to respond to potential pandemic threats.6

Moreover, because of a lack of formal accountabil-
ity mechanisms, some countries may face difficul-
ties in addressing the ineffectiveness of essential
health services, monitoring levels of coverage, dis-
tributing supplies and services to the most vulner-
able and needy populations, as well as ensuring
the effective use of medications and supplies.7

The International Federation of Gynecology and
Obstetrics (FIGO), a leader and a global voice on
women’s health, strongly believes that prioritising
SRHR as part of national UHC agendas has far-
reaching consequences such as improved health
outcomes, women’s empowerment, gender equal-
ity, reduction of poverty, and improved edu-
cational level and employment.8 SRHR is a
guiding tool for the promotion of FIGO’s compre-
hensive clinical services, which is crucial as FIGO
and its partners strive to help reduce maternal
and reproductive morbidities and mortalities at a
time when an estimated 25 million unsafe abor-
tions take place every year.9 In addition, in a recent
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study of 290,783 births from 54 LMICs, it was found
that fewer than 50% of pregnant women initiated
antenatal care within the first trimester as rec-
ommended by WHO. In total, 11.2% reached the
WHO recommendation of a minimum of eight vis-
its, while 60.6% achieved at least four contacts.10

Approximately 214 million women of reproductive
age who want to avoid pregnancy are not using a
modern contraceptive method.11 Furthermore, in
2020, for the first time, the number of deaths
from cervical cancer will exceed maternal deaths.12

FIGO – being fully cognisant of the burden of these
problems on women’s empowerment, autonomy,
productivity and gender parity – is adopting and
advocating for SRHR and SRH services within
UHC, as evidenced by its involvement in interven-
tional projects to reduce SRH morbidity and mor-
tality among underprivileged and marginalised
populations (e.g. projects on safe abortion, post-
partum haemorrhage and postpartum intrauterine
device [IUD] insertion). FIGO’s Committee for
Human Rights, Refugees and Violence Against
Women ensures an SRHR perspective for FIGO’s
outlook and services, with the inclusion of issues
related to gender and gender-based violence
(GBV), access to safe abortion and post-abortion
care, as well as refugee health. Recommendations
are provided for strategic planning to include those
groups neglected by SRH services within UHC.
Access of vulnerable individuals to SRH services
can be context-specific and restricted by social, cul-
tural and gender-related factors, making it crucial
to address social determinants of health such as
education, discrimination, poverty and gender
inequality. Even in countries with high-quality
SRH services, young individuals and underprivi-
leged women who live in rural and remote areas
face difficulties in accessing these services, which
can be due to low literacy levels, gender-based
and age-based discrimination and violence, fear
of stigmatisation, and need for permission from
the husband, parent or guardian.13

Working within an SRHR framework, and aiming
to improve women’s health and rights in accord-
ance with the Sustainable Development Goals
(especially SDG3 and SDG5), FIGO collaborates

with global federations such as the Federation of
Arab Gynecology and Obstetrics Societies (FAGOS)
and the African Federation of Obstetrics and Gyne-
cology (AFOG), which includes the Eastern Mediter-
ranean region. The collaborations pertain to family
planning services, safe sex methods, access to safe
abortion and post-abortion care, and protection
from sexual violence among refugee populations:
for example, Syrian refugees in the Middle East,
Venezuelan refugees in Colombia, and Rohingyas
displaced to Bangladesh. Furthermore, many of
the 132 FIGO member societies operate and pro-
vide services in difficult contexts where women
are marginalised, such as in humanitarian crisis
situations and where there is discrimination
against sexual preferences; and for female genital
mutilation and forced child marriage, which
place the health of adolescent and young women
at risk.14 Political and cultural contexts remain a
major challenge for FIGO, which is working closely
with local authorities through its national member
societies towards amending and changing policies
that help to promote women’s health and well-
being – for example, through the Advocacy on
Safe Abortion and the Postpartum IUD projects.

The experience of countries that have integrated
SRH services into UHC shows an increase in accessi-
bility of services for marginalised populations.15

The health of women and adolescents across the
life course remains the main aim of FIGO, which
has adopted an SRHR perspective to widen the
scope and coverage of healthcare provision in
order to facilitate the concept of “leaving no one
behind”. Integration of SRHR within UHC means
that the availability, accessibility and affordability
of quality services, medications and skilled medical
personnel must be ensured, and components of
comprehensive sexual education included. The
provision of scientifically and medically accurate
information will allow individuals greater freedom
of choice regarding their SRH13,16,17 and strengthen
SRHR in the path towards achievement of UHC.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the
author(s).

References

1. Ranabhat CL, Atkinson J, Park MB, et al. The influence of
universal health coverage on life expectancy at birth (LEAB)

and healthy life expectancy (HALE): a multi-country cross-
sectional study. Front Pharmacol. 2018;9:960.

F El Kak Sexual and Reproductive Health Matters 2020;28(2):62–64

63



2. The President of the General Assembly. Political declaration
of high-level meeting on universal health coverage
“universal health coverage: moving together to build
a healthier world”. General Assembly United
Nations; 2019.

3. Germain A, Sen G, Garcia-Moreno C, et al. Advancing
sexual and reproductive health and rights in low-and
middle-income countries: implications for the post-2015
global development agenda. Glob Public Health. 2015;10
(2):137–148.

4. WHO. Universal health coverage: moving towards
better health. WHO Regional Office for the Western Pacific;
2016.

5. Reis AA. Universal health coverage – the critical importance
of global solidarity and good governance comment on
“ethical perspective: five unacceptable trade-offs on
the path to universal health coverage”. Int J Health
Policy Manag. 2016;5(9):557–559. DOI:10.15171/ijhpm.
2016.61.

6. Kieny MP, Evans DB, Schmets G, et al. Health-system
resilience: reflections on the Ebola crisis in western Africa.
Bull World Health Organ. 2014;92(12):850. DOI:10.2471/
BLT.14.149278.

7. Hogan DR, Stevens GA, Hosseinpoor AR, et al. Monitoring
universal health coverage within the sustainable
development goals: development and baseline data for an
index of essential health services. The Lancet Global Health.
2018;6(2):e152–e168.

8. Action for Global Health. Universal health coverage: sexual
and reproductive health and rights on the agenda.
Countdown 2030 Europe; 2017.

9. WHO. Unsafe abortion; 2017. Available from: https://www.
who.int/news-room/detail/28-09-2017-worldwide-an-
estimated-25-million-unsafe-abortions-occur-each-year.

10. Jiwani SS, Amouzou-Aguirre A, Carvajal L, et al. Timing and
number of antenatal care contacts in low and middle-
income countries: Analysis in the countdown to 2030
priority countries. J Glob Health. 2020;10(1):010502.
doi:10.7189/jogh.10.010502.

11. WHO. Contraception: evidence brief. 2019. Available from:
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/329884/
WHO-RHR-19.18-eng.pdf?ua=1.

12. WHO. Draft: global strategy towards eliminating cervical
cancer as a public health problem. 2020. Available from:
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/cervical-cancer/
cervical-cancer-elimination-strategy-updated-11-may-
2020.pdf?sfvrsn=b8690d1a_4.

13. Sen G, Govender V. Sexual and reproductive health and
rights in changing health systems. Glob Public Health.
2015;10(2):228–242.

14. Quick J, Jay J, Langer A. Improving women’s health through
universal health coverage. PLoS Med. 2014;11(1):
e1001580.

15. Bloom DE, Khoury A, Subbaraman R. The promise and peril
of universal health care. Science. 2018;361(6404):
eaat9644. doi:10.1126/science.aat9644.

16. Raj A. Gender equity and universal health coverage in India.
The Lancet. 2011;377(9766):618–619.

17. Tangcharoensathien V, Tantivess S, Teerawattananon Y,
et al. Universal coverage and its impact on reproductive
health services in Thailand. Reprod Health Matters.
2002;10(20):59–69.

F El Kak Sexual and Reproductive Health Matters 2020;28(2):62–64

64

https://doi.org/10.15171/ijhpm.2016.61
https://doi.org/10.15171/ijhpm.2016.61
https://doi.org/10.2471/BLT.14.149278
https://doi.org/10.2471/BLT.14.149278
https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/28-09-2017-worldwide-an-estimated-25-million-unsafe-abortions-occur-each-year
https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/28-09-2017-worldwide-an-estimated-25-million-unsafe-abortions-occur-each-year
https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/28-09-2017-worldwide-an-estimated-25-million-unsafe-abortions-occur-each-year
https://doi.org/10.7189/jogh.10.010502
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/329884/WHO-RHR-19.18-eng.pdf?ua=1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/329884/WHO-RHR-19.18-eng.pdf?ua=1
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/cervical-cancer/cervical-cancer-elimination-strategy-updated-11-may-2020.pdf?sfvrsn=b8690d1a_4
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/cervical-cancer/cervical-cancer-elimination-strategy-updated-11-may-2020.pdf?sfvrsn=b8690d1a_4
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/cervical-cancer/cervical-cancer-elimination-strategy-updated-11-may-2020.pdf?sfvrsn=b8690d1a_4
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aat9644

	Disclosure statement
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


