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International meeting Women on Waves & International Consortium for Medical Abortion, 
Bangkok, 8-12 March 2012.  
 
 
Introduction 
Not everyone may agree with abortion, but everyone agrees with saving a woman’s life. 
Medical abortion – ending pregnancy with pills – is a changemaker, a lifesaver. Crystal clear: 
the Bangkok crew knew the way to MDG5. A diverse group of women and men among which 
gynaecologists, activists, researchers, lobbyists and counsellors from all over the world, got 
together to speak about Misoprostol and Mifepristone (M&M), those ‘magic’ pills, and how to 
spread the word and change the world.   

In 2011, the International Consortium for Medical Abortion (ICMA) and Women on Waves 
(WoW) joined forces to organise an international meeting on the use of hotlines for safe 
abortion to improve women’s access to information in legally restricted settings. The meeting, 
planned for November 2011 but postponed to March 2012 due to flooding, was supported by 
Hivos. 
 
Goal 
The purpose of the meeting was to share experiences of abortion rights activism, advocacy, 
communication and counselling in countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America where access to 
(information about) safe abortion is restricted. In particular, the participants were asked to 
discuss the potential of hotlines, how to cope with threats and opposition, how to influence 
public opinion and to come up with new original ways to get the “A–word” out and loud. 
     
Planned results 
In the short run the meeting should have resulted in 1) a toolbox or manual with outreach and 
communication strategies on medical abortion; 2) an online platform to share strategies for 
expanding women’s access to medical abortion; 3) a consensus statement on the need for 
greater access to medical abortion in order to reduce maternal death, used for advocacy.  

Longer term results include 1) more knowledge on new ways to communicate with and 
reach out to girls and women as to increase their access to medical abortion; 2) more 
knowledge on how to document data collected by these new communication strategies; 3) 
better conditions for collaboration between different actors targeting women; 4) better 
conditions for collaboration between pro-choice actors at country-level, regional level and 
international level. 
 
Participants 
 
Residence   
 
Scope of work  

USA / EU Asia Africa L-America 

Global 
INGOs, activists, lawyers, 
researchers, 
policymakers 

 
 

   

National  
Medical doctors, 
researchers, programme 
managers coordinators 

 
 

  

Local 
Activists, programme 
officers, counsellors, 
social workers 
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Ingredients of the meeting 
The meeting was well organised. Logistics were good, information was well distributed and the 
composition of the group was diverse in terms of professional as well as socio-cultural 
background. However, as one can see in the table above, the North-South balance is skewed in 
the top row: those who work at the global level still tend to have their offices in the USA and EU. 
It also shows the need for more representatives from the global South at the policy-making and 
INGO management level. Dependent on the session, the group consisted of around 25-30 
women and three to five men. Asia was obviously better represented as the meeting took place 
in Thailand.  
 The panel sessions and workshops were well structured and facilitated, though at times, this 
could have been done in a more participatory way. A lecture format does not allow for 
discussions to become very energetic. This improved the second and third day, as the hotline 
organisers got more involved. ICMA arranged professional English-Spanish translation, which 
was much appreciated by Latin American participants.  
 The quality of the presentations and discussions varied. As is common at conferences, 
speakers often list their most important results and conclude with some of the challenges 
ahead. Then a Q&A session follows. Few speakers actually pose questions about their own 
reasoning and results or turn to the audience for input and advise. I would imagine that the 
latter approach would open the floor for a more critical review of the issues at stake, making the 
entire meeting more rewarding.      
 
Analysis 
During the four days in Bangkok, I tried to look at the struggles of around thirty abortion rights 
advocates with a helicopter view. What dilemmas do they share? What factors have deepest  
impact on their work? Activists – whether they fight for gay rights, civil rights or women’s rights 
– have many things in common. When it is about sex and bodily taboos, things get even more 
heated. Sex puts everything on fire. Over the last decade, women’s economic status has quite 
significantly improved, however, their sexual rights are being compromised. How come? How 
does the curve of change look like if it is not linear?   
 The dilemmas shared by the Bangkok crew – or the M&M (Misoprostol and Mifepristone) 
group just launched on Facebook – that I observed can be divided into four groups: 1) target, 2) 
scope, 3) strategy and 4) risks. With target I mean the focus or purpose of the activism; scope 
sets the legal boundaries in which one works; strategy is how one does it; and the risks speak 
for themselves. They interrelate and overlap, but I will dig a little deeper in each one of them.        
 
TARGET legal reform <> social change 
“I don’t like laws. In Uganda, when you tell the police you know your  rights, they beat you up”. 
Junique, a young nurse and LBT activist from Kampala, put it painfully clear. What does the law 
mean, when it is not enforced or misused by those very people who are entitled to enforce it? 
Legal reform is teeth-less when it does not go hand in hand with change across and within the 
institutions that make up the entire society. Inna from Jakarta and Angela from Santiago, both 
running abortion hotlines, were sceptical too. “We don’t do laws”, they said. “We don’t talk to the 
typical women’s rights organisations. We just want Miso in the hands of women, whatever the 
law says”. Perhaps, for medical abortion to become widely available and accessible, the law is 
not necessary. Is it true what they say: the difference between safe and unsafe abortion is 
information, not the law?  
 There is a language gap between those who target the law and those who target people in 
need. Women and men who provide abortion (medical and social) services to women in legally 
and culturally restricted settings at the very local level sometimes doubt the utility of the 
international conventions and treaties spelling out the rights of women. A woman who is six 
weeks pregnant today cannot wait for  the law; she needs it now. Life goes fast, law is slow.  

So, why the law? The older, more experienced, representatives of the meeting pointed at the 
potential of the law as a red flag to opponents. The law as a reference point, a framework. Law 
and society influence one another, though not necessarily in a linear way or in a way that is 
‘just’ for all people. New laws lead to social change and social change leads to new laws. This 
may not always be the law or change we hoped for. Some would even say that women’s legal 
advancement unintentionally triggered fundamentalist voices to become so vibrant and vicious.  

What is the choreography of this tango between law and society: how does the gap between 
law and society widen or narrow? South Africa has liberal laws when it comes to homosexuality, 
but ‘curative rape’ of Lesbians is nowhere as high. Abortion is legal in the United States, but as 
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the practice is considered murder (or even genocide) by powerful right wing politicians, women 
have limited access to information or to the service itself.  

The Center for Reproductive Rights publishes the World’s Abortion Law map, indicating the 
legal status of abortion of all countries in the world. Very handy. However, the map does not 

show the level of accessibility of abortion 
per country. The United States is as ‘green’ 
as Sweden, although women’s access to 
abortion in the US is more restricted than in 
Sweden. Perhaps, the map would be an 
even stronger lobby and monitoring tool 
when ‘double-sided’: one about rights and 
one about access and attitudes.  

Participants also expressed the need for 
pro-choice repro-lawyers, who know the 
details of both national and international 
laws concerning sexual and reproductive 

rights and who can help you to boost your arguments towards hostile press, politicians and 
police. Furthermore, they need ‘bridges’ to the mainstream women’s associations – that are not 
necessarily pro-choice. These bridges must consist of people, knowledge and power. Jadidah 
from Kenya said: “You [women’s rights movement] may advocate from the safe side, we go 
underground. You fight the parliamentarians, the board members […] we do the women. But if 
we get in trouble, you will back us. That is what we need from you. For winning a war, we 
should attack from the sea, from the air, from the land.”  

 
SCOPE outlaw & popular <> inlaw & marginal  
Roughly there are two types of activists: ‘outlaws’ and ‘inlaws’. Activists who work within the 
legal boundaries of their country and activists whose work is prohibited by law. This legal scope 
determines the activists’ priorities, strategies and challenges. For abortion rights activists, let’s 
for now imagine four scenarios:   

1. Abortion is legal, available, accessible, affordable. 
2. Abortion is legal, but not easily available. inaccessible and/or unaffordable 
3. Abortion is only legal under special circumstances (such as rape, health at risk) 
4. Abortion is illegal under all circumstances, or only to save a woman’s life.  

Another intervening factor is the availability of Misoprostol and Mifepristone. We know by now 
that societies do not naturally move from 4 to 1 but switch back and forth over time dependent 
on the politico-religious climate. The positive note is that since 1994, twenty-five states have 
liberalised their abortion laws while only a handful has tightened their restrictions. Bangkok’s 
participants from Chile, Mexico, Uganda, Tanzania and Indonesia work with scenario 4; those 
from Poland, Peru, Ecuador, Kenya, Thailand, India and Pakistan work with 3; and I think 
Americans work with 2.  

Public and political resistance seems highest in scenario 2. Just as any conflict is most likely 
to erupt along the shaky route from an unfree to a more open society. Here, both supporters 
and opponents have reason, voice and space to make their case. I expect most backlashes 
against scapegoats – people as well as causes – to occur in scenario 2. An example of good 
intentions and unintended results is the banning of Misoprostol and Mifepristone once 
information about its effects are known, as happened in several countries. What if more 
knowledge about M&M makes medical abortion less available? Should we then change our 
strategies?   
 Inlaws may be faced with public outrage while the outlaw may enjoy public support, as in 
some Latin American countries where civil society holds a strong anti-establishment attitude. 
The benefit of being the outlaw, is that it can give you the sympathy of the people. Women on 
Waves plaid for creativity: when you get censored, it only makes people more curious of what 
you want to say. When you get a lawsuit, turn it into free publicity.  “If I get into jail”, Inna said, 
“the only thing I care about, is how to get a smartphone”. Ha!   

We need better understanding of how and why societies switch between ‘scenarios’ and 
what are the causes and effects of backlashes compared across countries and across other 
‘bodily taboos’. This would enable women’s rights advocates to respond to them more 
effectively.  
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STRATEGY outdoor & online provocacy <> indoor & offline advocacy 
Another language gap arises between women’s rights advocates who say “we do not have the 
capacity to develop a social media strategy” and those who say their “only capacity is social 
media”. The different attitude towards social media depends on the aforementioned target and 
scope, but above all, it is defined by generation. In Bangkok, most participants under age thirty-
five were proactive users and producers of online arenas, whereas forty-plus participants were 
less familiar with integrating these tools in their daily work. Even though both groups fight for 
the same cause, they do not necessarily ‘feed’ each other for the benefit of both. The result is 
two, more or less separate, circles in which information is collected and disseminated. A waste 
of social capital. Younger activists reach younger women, but they need the older generation 
for influence and knowledge.  

It is not only a matter of digital literacy. For medical abortion to become widely accessible to 
girls and women, blogging about your vagina and streaking is courageous and supercool, 
though it may not be the way to convince the pharmaceutical industry. Just as in all areas of 
activism, provocacy and advocacy speak different languages and have different audiences. “My 
women do not speak Cedaw”, one young lady said. The rather technical, rights-based language 
of the well known treaty may be a smart lobby tool at the United Nations in order to make states 
comply with it, few grass roots activists find it useful. We need bridge-makers here who are able 
to identify and fill the gaps.  

And why so serious? Abortion is always anything but fun, said Kinga from WoW. Could we 
please change that? Inna makes use of travelling couchsurfers for a bookkeeping course or to 
have them spread her hotline stickers around Indonesia. Nando (Tanzania) and his team put up 
their own pharmacies where women can buy the pills. WoW used the Yes Men Fix the World 
strategy to set up a daring hoax campaign as-if-Diesel with real fashion models. The Vessel 
film, made by young American filmmaker Diana Whitten, is about the crazy adventures of 
Women on Waves on and off shore: pieces will shown to local women’s groups. East African 
organisations are setting up a pilot with Freedom Fone’s Interactive Voice Recording. In 
Ecuador they cover the Holy Mary with safe abortion banners and use graffiti to advertise the 
hotline. No lack of energy and creativity. How can we document and share those strategies in 
order to keep up the energy level and to discover what really works?  

 
RISKS visibility <> vulnerability  
A dilemma exists between the need for more visibility and more space for abortion in the public 
and political arena, and the risk of increasing vulnerability and insecurity for the activist pushing 
the issue to the front. Many of Bangkok’s participants had experienced threats. 

In Ecuador, the abortion hotline’s phone number was suddenly advertised online as a call 
girl’s number, resulting in tons of horny men calling the counsellors, making the line and 
services inaccessible for girls and women. In England, one hacker masked by ‘Anonymous’ – 
whether we see them as online Robin Hoods or just cyberthugs – threatened to publish the 
records of ten thousand women registered in UK’s largest abortion service database. Cyber 
attacks against online abortion services are common: this is annoying, intimidating and 
hampers the quality of the services. All of the participants expressed their interest in more 
knowledge and tools to protect themselves against these threats. It is not always clear who is 
the bully: both non-state (religious extremists) and state actors (police, politicians) or a shady 
mix of both, have intimidated and attacked abortion providers and activists. Inna thought 
extremists were the scariest: they move in more unpredictable ways.  

How are visibility and vulnerability related? As an inverse U curve? This would suggest that 
one is most secure when being either invisible or very visible. A linear model would imply that 
more visibility leads to more security. What are the implications of each of these models for our 
strategies?  

 
Y = insecurity 
 

            
              
            X = visibility                       
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There is a need for security toolboxes, both online and offline. A rapid response team that is 

capable of urgent action, international back-up when called for, technology to protect against 
cyber attacks and store sensitive information. Security measurements for activists should be 
integrated in broader sexual and reproductive rights programmes. Human rights defenders 
support programmes should also be made available for abortion rights activists.  
 
Conclusion 
There are bad guys and ignorant guys, said Suchitra (India). Ignorant guys can be dealt with: 
you educate, train and sensitise them. Bad guys, on the other side, have an agenda and are not 
easily pulled over. Today, it seems the bad guys are more numerous, more sophisticated in 
their tactics and better funded than before. At the same time, more countries have liberalized 
their abortion laws and abortion is more openly talked about than before. The polarisation 
seems sharper.  

How to overcome? Attack from the sea, from the land. from the air. Targeting abortion 
providers, birth attendants, medical school students, online and offline media, community 
leaders and community groups, women’s organisations, supportive lawyers and 
parliamentarians, progressive religious leaders, pharmacies… And build women’s citizenship: 
women are entitled to demand services from the state and they are entitled to hold state 
officials accountable for not doing their job well.  
 The way abortion was provided in many countries was (and still is) a painful, undignifying 
experience, not to be repeated nor recommended. Medical abortion offers an alternative. It is 
safer, more hygienic, less traumatic and proven to reduce maternal deaths.  
 
What about Hivos  
Women’s organisations with an outspoken pro-choice agenda seem to have more difficulties 
finding funds than women’s organisations that have safe motherhood and maternal health as 
their primary mission. Health is less controversial than rights and attracts a larger group of 
donors. Abortion travels through many ‘frames’: penal code � maternal health � sexual and 
reproductive rights � SRR as human rights. Sometimes organisations just pretend to work only 
on maternal health or girls’ empowerment as not to jeopardise their funds and security. It 
happens that organisations don’t even know they have likeminded colleagues working next 
door.   

So what can Hivos do? Its expertise is threefold: 
 Grantmaker � As a progressive and audacious donor we should prioritise people and 

causes that are most unfundable, most marginalised and most threatened. This 
certainly goes for sexual and reproductive rights. The women’s rights agenda is 
adopted by all development NGOs, but the right to abortion is still like a hot potato few 
organisations actually want to get their fingers burnt on.     

 Knowledge hub � Above I put up several questions worth a closer look by academics as 
well as practitioners, such as today’s relationship between legal reform and social 
change, the relationship between insecurity and visibility of activists and the rationale 
behind reverse effects.  

 Connector � I mentioned the need for bridge-makers and matchmakers who are able to 
link up people and organisations to ‘unusual suspects’ outside the feminist 
comfortzone, to generate more friends, more impact and more security. Plus: 
matchmaking is cheaper than grantmaking.     
 
 

OK, no time to lose, those pills should rock and roll.  


