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Achieving universal access to sexual and reproductive health for all. 
Ways forward in terms of policy and funding

Dr Steven Sinding, former Director-General of the International Planned
Parenthood Federation (IPPF)

Africa’s demographic challenges? State of the art and needs

John May, World Bank
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Mona Herbert, German Foundation for World Population (DSW Uganda)
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Side-event’s presentation

The actual debate about demographic trends in Sub-Saharan Africa often focuses on the side
effects of rapid population growth in the region: availability of resources such as water, food and ara-
ble land, environmental pressure, urban sprawl and insecurity, lack of jobs, push factors leading to
migration, challenges for achieving the Millennium Development Goals. Rarely, however, do we
consider the root causes of rapid population growth and who suffers the consequences of inade-
quate access to population and health programmes.

Today, total fertility in Sub-Saharan African is 5.0 children per woman, a level which, despite stalling
mortality, results in rapid population growth that will be maintained over the comingdecades even
if fertility declines. The United Nations Population Division projects that the region's population may
increase from today’s 843 million people to 1.7 billions in 2050 even if fertility drops to 2.6 children
per woman by 2040. Otherwise the population may rise more rapidly still. To achieve such low fer-
tility, access to sexual and reproductive health (SRH) information and services should be increased
dramatically, especially in the least developed countries of Africa.

Moreover, high fertility is being accompanied by high unmet need for modern family planning me-
thods which can only be met with committed policy support and adequate funding. Lack of
access to sexual and reproductive health implies not only a failure to ensure the rights of women and
men, but also involves negative outcomes in terms of unwanted pregnancies, increased maternal
mortality, poor maternal and child health, and unsafe abortion. Sub-Saharan Africa alone accounts
for 47% of the 536 000 maternal deaths occurring each year. One of every four married women in
Sub-Saharan Africa have an unmet need for contraception. 

The 1994 Cairo Programme of Action states that "All countries are called upon to strive to make re-
productive health accessible through the primary health-care system to all individuals of appropriate
age as soon as possible and no later than 2015. Such care should include, inter alia: family planning
counselling, information, education, communication and services; education and services for pre-
natal care, safe delivery and post-natal care, especially breast-feeding and infant and
women's health care; prevention and treatment of infertility (…); treatment of reproductive tract
infections, sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) and other reproductive health conditions; and
information, education and counselling on human sexuality, reproductive health and responsible
parenthood." (Chapter 7).  

Given the time frame and considering Africa’s future demographic challenges :

� Shouldn't women and men in Africa have the same opportunities as those in other regions to
choose freely and in an informed way the number of children they want, in full respect to their
rights ? 

� Hasn’t Africa delayed enough its transition to lower fertility and, therefore, the possibility of 
enefiting from the ‘demographic bonus’ by reducing the weight of its dependent population?

�What exactly is needed to ensure that all women and men in Africa have access to sexual and re-
productive health and to the family planning services they need? Is lack of funding the only
obstacle to achieving this MDG target?   



� 536 000 women die annually as a result of the complications of pregnancy and childbirth. 
For every woman who dies, another 30 suffer injuries, infections and long-term disability. 

� A woman in Africa faces a 1 in 20 risk of dying in childbirth over her life time, whereas the same
probability is a low 1 in 2800 in industrialized countries. 

� 60% of all premature death, illness and disability among women of reproductive age in sub-
Saharan Africa are caused by the complications of pregnancy, unsafe abortion and sexually transmit-
ted infections, including HIV. 

� About a quarter of women in sub-Saharan Africa have an unmet need for family planning. Poor
women in Kenya are three times more likely to have an unmet need for contraception than wealthy
ones (APHRC).

�Worldwide 168 million women have an unmet need for modern contraception, of whom 62 mil-
lion are using traditional methods of contraception that are often not effective. Were that unmet
need to be satisfied, 1.5 million maternal and infant deaths would be prevented. 

� There are an estimated 76 million unwanted pregnancies a year in low and middle-income,
a tenth of which occur among teenage women.

� Every year, 4.4 million women aged 15-19 seek abortion, which is generally performed in an unsafe
manner (IPPF).

� Pregnancy and childbirth are the first cause of mortality among women aged 15-19 in developing
countries. 

Facts references : UN, DSW, IPPF, APHRC, International initiative on maternal mortality and
human rights 

Supporting facts


