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The United Nations Population Fund at NWMUN-Seattle 2021 

The NWMUN-Portland Secretariat works to create as accurate a simulation as is possible for our delegates. 

Therefore, we have developed some additional ways for delegates to interact within the simulation, including 

enabling delegates to take multiple forms of action on an issue, including but not limited to adopting resolutions. 

This section aims to provide additional, specific information for the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) at 

NWMUN-Seattle 2021.  

Briefings 

When discussing a topic, UNFPA delegates are able to receive briefings from representatives of relevant member 

states or UN subject matter experts. The specific thematic experts available will be announced on the NWMUN-

Seattle website, as well as the beginning of the conference.  

Mandate 

The mandate of UNFPA is:  

“[to serve as] the lead UN agency for delivering a world where every pregnancy is wanted, every birth is safe, and 

every young person's potential is fulfilled.” 

Selected Functions & Powers 

 Serve as a forum to discuss population issues with a focus on issues related to maternal health, gender 

equality and young people; 

 Participate in conversations and making recommendations to the General Assembly on populations issues; 

 Use population data to assist countries with monitoring progress and gaps related to program commitments; 

 Submit an annual report to the Economic and Social Council for review the General Assembly. 

Outcome Documents 

When taking action on a topic, UNFPA can adopt resolutions. 

Rules of Procedure 

UNFPA will use the standard NWMUN rules of procedure, available on our website under “Delegate Preparation” 

as well as in printed form at the conference. 

Members of UNFPA at NWMUN-Seattle 2021 

The Executive Board of UNFPA will be simulated at NWMUN-Seattle 2021. The members of the UNFPA 

Executive Board are: 

Algeria Gambia Norway 

Bangladesh Germany Peru 

Belgium Greece Republic of Korea 

Botswana Guatemala Russian Federation 

Bulgaria India Rwanda 

Cameroon Iran (Islamic Republic of) Somalia 

China Japan South Africa 

Colombia Kuwait Spain 

Cuba Mexico Ukraine 

Czech Republic Netherlands United Kingdom 

Denmark New Zealand United States 

Finland Nigeria Vanuatu 
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Committee Overview  

Introduction  

The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) is headquartered in New York and has 112 country offices, six 

regional offices, three sub-regional offices, and three liaison offices.1 United Nations Trust Fund for Population 

Activities (UNFPA) is a part of the United Nations (UN) humanitarian system and is tasked with addressing issues 

related to sexual and reproductive health, gender equality, population and development strategies, and advancing the 

rights and opportunities of young people.2 UNFPA advocates and works towards reproductive rights for all and 

supports access to comprehensive sexual and reproductive health services and education through awareness-raising 

on family planning methods, maternal health care, among other critical services.3 UNFPA works with governments, 

civil society organizations (CSOs), other UN agencies, and various stakeholders to develop sexual and reproductive 

health programs through policy and technical guidance.4 

UNFPA works on the ground in over 150 countries to expand the possibilities for women and youth to lead healthy 

and productive lives.5 For example, UNFPA works with partners to increase HIV-related services and provide 

education and awareness on sexual health and safety for people living with HIV to decrease HIV transmission.6 

Additionally, UNFPA works to increase the supply chain and procurement management of condoms which is the 

most effective method to preventing the transmission of HIV.7 In 2014, UNFPA was the largest supplier of condoms 

in middle- and low-income countries.8 Aside from working on local levels, UNFPA provides technical guidance, 

training, and support for empowerment.9 UNFPA staff must mobilize support from governments to pursue our 

collective Vision 2030: Zero unmet need for family planning; zero preventable maternal deaths; zero harmful 

practices and gender-based violence.10 

UNFPA is also involved in the response to the COVID-19 pandemic guided by the UNFPA Global Response Plan.11 

The Global Response Plan was developed in June of 2020 in order to align with the UN system's response to the 

pandemic, learn and reflect from UNFPA's work in order to better plan for effective interventions amid the changing 

global needs due to the pandemic.12 UNFPA's plan is aligned with the rest of the UN systems response efforts and 

fully complements the World Health Organization's (WHO) COVID-19 Strategic Preparedness and Response Plan.13  

In 1994, the UN General Assembly adopted resolution 49/128, which discussed the importance of addressing the 

growing global population.14 This resolution identified the importance of involvement from governments, 

intergovernmental organizations, and non-governmental organizations in obtaining public support for the goals set 

forth by the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) Programme of Action.15 In addition, a 

three-tiered intergovernmental mechanism to monitor the implementation of the Programme of Action was 

outlined.16 Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali designated UNFPA as the lead UN organization for the follow-

                                                           
1 New Zealand Government, United Nations Handbook 2019-20. 2019, p. 255. https://www.mfat.govt.nz/en/peace-rights-and-

security/work-with-the-un-and-other-partners/un-handbook-2019-20 
2 UNFPA, About Us. https://www.unfpa.org/about-us; UNFPA, Resources and Funding. https://www.unfpa.org/resources-and-funding  
3 Ibid. 
4 UNFPA, Sexual & reproductive health, 2021. https://www.unfpa.org/sexual-reproductive-health#readmore-expand; UNFPA, Maternal 

and Newborn Health Thematic Fund, 2021. https://www.unfpa.org/maternal-and-newborn-health-thematic-fund 
5 UNAIDS, UNFPA. https://www.unaids.org/en/aboutunaids/unaidscosponsors/unfpa 
6 UNFPA, HIV & AIDS, 2021. https://www.unfpa.org/hiv-aids#summery105909  
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 UNFPA, HRBA Manual, 2014; https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/hrba_manual_in%20full.pdf  
10 UNFPA, CORE RESOURCES MOBILIZATION UNFPA_2021_Core_Resources_Mobilization.pdf  
11 UNFPA, Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Pandemic: UNFPA Global Response Plan, 2020. 

https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/UNFPA_Global_Response_Plan_Revised_June_2020_.pdf 
12 Ibid. 
13 UNFPA, COVID-19 Pandemic, 2021. https://www.unfpa.org/covid19 
14 United Nations General Assembly, Report of the International Conference on Population and Development (A/RES/49/128), 1994. 

http://undocs.org/a/res/49/128 
15 UNFPA, 2012 Istanbul Conference, 2012. https://www.unfpa.org/events/2012-istanbul-conference  
16 Ibid. 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.unfpa.org/resources-and-funding
https://www.unfpa.org/sexual-reproductive-health#readmore-expand
https://www.unfpa.org/maternal-and-newborn-health-thematic-fund
about:blank
https://www.unfpa.org/hiv-aids#summery105909
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/hrba_manual_in%20full.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/UNFPA_2021_Core_Resources_Mobilization.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/UNFPA_Global_Response_Plan_Revised_June_2020_.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/covid19
about:blank
https://www.unfpa.org/events/2012-istanbul-conference
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up and implementation of the Programme of Action from the ICPD.17 The Programme of Action addresses the 

mandate set forth by the ICPD, which coincides closely with UNFPA's work.18 

History  

The United Nations Trust Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA) was originally established as a trust fund of the 

Secretary-General in 1966 in response to the adoption of General Assembly resolution 2211(XXI).19 UNFPA began 

operations in 1969, and two years later, it was put under the administration of the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP).20 It was renamed in 1971 to the UN Fund for Population Activities (UNFPA) through General 

Assembly resolution 2815 (XXVI).21 Following a recommendation by the Secretary-General in 1972, the fund was 

changed from a trust fund under the Secretary-General to a fund established under the authority of the General 

Assembly.22 Following that, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) resolution 1763 (LIV) (1973) and 

resolution 2025 (LXI) (1976) establishes their aims and purposes and their leading role in promoting population 

programs and endorsed general principles for UNFPA resources.23 General Assembly resolution 42/430 (1987) 

renamed the body to United Nations Population Fund, but its abbreviation remained unchanged.24 The 

UNDP/UNFPA governing body previously established in 1972 was transformed into the UNDP/UNFPA Executive 

Body, which provides intergovernmental support and supervision to the body in accordance with guidance from the 

General Assembly and ECOSOC.25 UNDP/UNFPA Executive Board decision 95/15 (1995) determined that 

UNFPA's assistance should follow the principles within the ICPD Programme of Action, and decision 2000/11 

(2000) encouraged the body to act as an advocate for reproductive health, population and development issues.26 

Mandate  

UNFPA's mandate was established by ECOSOC resolution 1763 (LIV) (1973).27 Its mandate consists of four major 

components:  

 building knowledge and capacity to respond to the needs in population and family planning;  

 promoting awareness in low, middle and high-income countries of population problems and possible 

strategies;  

 assisting countries with their population problems in individualized and tailored forms and means; and  

 assuming a leading role within the UN in promoting population programs and coordinating projects 

supported by the Fund.28  

                                                           
17UNFPA, UNFPA in the UN System. https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system 
18 ICPD Report, Report of the International Conference on Population and Development, 5-13 September 1994. 

https://www.unfpa.org/webdav/site/global/shared/documents/publications/2004/icpd_eng.pdf 
19 UNFPA, Frequently Asked Questions, 2021. https://www.unfpa.org/frequently-asked-questions; UNFPA, Background Document on 

the Population Programme of the UN, 1994, p. 7. https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-

pdf/Background_Document_on_the_Population_Programme_of_the_UN.pdf  
20 Ibid.  
21 Dag Hammarskjöld Library, UN System Documentation. https://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/unfpa 
22 UNFPA, Frequently Asked Questions, 2021. https://www.unfpa.org/frequently-asked-questions; UNFPA, Background Document on 

the Population Programme of the UN, 1994, p. 7. https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-

pdf/Background_Document_on_the_Population_Programme_of_the_UN.pdf  
23 ECOSOC, United Nations Fund for Population Activities, 1973, p. 16 https://undocs.org/E/5367; ECOSOC, United Nations Fund for 

Population Activities, 1976, p. 27. https://undocs.org/E/5889 
24 Dag Hammarskjöld Library, UN System Documentation. https://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/unfpa 
25 UNFPA, UNFPA in the UN System. https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system 
26 Executive Board of the UNDP/UNFPA, Programme priorities and future directions of the United Nations Population Fund in the light 

of the International Conference on Population and Development, 1995. p. 14; https://undocs.org/DP/1995/39 

Executive Board of UNDP/UNFPA, Future programme directions of UNFPA in light of the outcome of the ICPD+5, 2000, p. 25. 

https://undocs.org/DP/2001/2 
27 ECOSOC, United Nations Fund for Population Activities, 1973, p. 16. https://undocs.org/E/5367 
28 UNFPA, Frequently asked questions. https://www.unfpa.org/frequently-asked-questions#mandate 

https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system
about:blank
https://www.unfpa.org/frequently-asked-questions
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/Background_Document_on_the_Population_Programme_of_the_UN.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/Background_Document_on_the_Population_Programme_of_the_UN.pdf
about:blank
https://www.unfpa.org/frequently-asked-questions
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/Background_Document_on_the_Population_Programme_of_the_UN.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/Background_Document_on_the_Population_Programme_of_the_UN.pdf
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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UNFPA also works to assist Member States to carry out their commitments within the ICPD Programme of Action, 

which was extended indefinitely by the General Assembly in 2011.29 

Structure, Membership and Governance  

In 1993, General Assembly resolution 48/162 changed the reporting mechanism for the UNFPA from the UNDP to 

the General Assembly starting in 1994 and transformed the UNDP and UNFPA's joint 48 Member State governing 

council to the UNFPA Executive Board in order to provide leadership and oversight for all programs.30 The 

Executive Board consists of 36 country representatives who serve on a rotating basis.31 There are eight African 

states, seven Asian/Pacific states, five Latin American/Caribbean states, four eastern European states, and 12 

western European/other states represented.32 The president of the Executive Board serves for one year; this position 

rotates between the regions each year.33 Each year at its substantive meeting, the Executive Board submits a report 

on its programs and activities.34 The Board is responsible for providing administrative, financial, intergovernmental 

support, and supervision for programs and activities within the body.35 

What Can UNFPA Do?  

UNFPA is involved in the debates of the General Assembly and provides policy recommendations, especially on 

topics related to population issues, youth, and reproductive health.36 UNFPA collaborates with other agencies, 

including Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDs (UNAIDS), United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), 

UNDP, and the World Health Organization (WHO).37 The UNFPA also engages with regional intergovernmental 

commission of ECOSOC and collaborates with bodies such as the Human Rights Council (HRC).38 The UNFPA is 

one of the four founders of the UN Development Group established in 1997 to improve the coherence of UN 

developmental efforts at state levels.39 UNFPA is also a member of the interagency entity, the Chief Executives 

Board (CEB), which works to harmonize efforts between UN organizations by bringing their heads together to 

discuss substantive matters.40 The Executive Board functions to implement policies by the General Assembly, 

receive information from and guide programs, ensure the consistency of activities and operational strategies, 

monitor program performance, approve projects, decide on budgets, recommend new initiatives, encourage and 

examine new programs, and submit annual reports to the council.41 

Partners  

UNFPA expands upon its scope of work through partnerships with civil society organizations (CSOs), academic 

institutions and the private sector. The UNFPA regularly provides technical assistance to the General Assembly, 

ECOSOC, the HRC and other entities such as the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. Other CSOs that the 

UNFPA partners with include Amnesty International, the International Women's Health Coalition, and the Society 

for International Development. UNFPA formed a Civil Society Advisory Panel in 2013 to increase dialogue with 

organizations, networks and partners on programs and policies. UNFPA also regularly partners with 

parliamentarians to review progress on the implementation of the ICPD Programme of Action. Additionally, the 

                                                           
29 Ibid. 
30 UN GA, Further measures for the restructuring and revitalization of the United Nations in the economic, social and related fields, 

(A/RES/48/162), 1993. http://undocs.org/A/RES/48/162 
31 UNFPA, Executive Board Overview. http://www.unfpa.org/cms/sites/unfpa/home/about-1/executive-board.html 
32 UNFPA, Members of the Executive Board. https://www.unfpa.org/executive-board/board-members 
33 UNDP, Rules of Procedure of the Executive Board of the United Nations Development Programme, of the United Nations Population 

Fund and of the United Nations Office for Project Services, 2011. 

http://web.undp.org/execbrd/pdf/Rules_of_Procedure_E.pdf#page=8 
34 UN GA, Further measures for the restructuring and revitalization of the United Nations in the economic, social and related fields, 

(A/RES/48/162), 1993. http://undocs.org/A/RES/48/162  
35 Ibid. 
36 UNFPA, UNFPA in the UN System. https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system  
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 UNGA, Further measures for the restructuring and revitalization of the United Nations in the economic, social and related fields, 

(A/RES/48/162), 1993. http://undocs.org/A/RES/48/162 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system
about:blank
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UNFPA participates and administers various pooled funding mechanisms –including joint programs and multi-donor 

trust funds –at state, regional and global levels.  

Funding  

The UNFPA is supported by voluntary contributions from governments, intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), 

groups from the private sector, foundations, and individuals.42 In 2020, contributions to UNFPA totaled over $1.3 

billion, including $403.6 million going towards core resources and $797.5 million towards specific programs and 

initiatives.43 Among its contributions for specific programs in 2020, $621 million went to integrated sexual and 

reproductive health services to support sexual and reproductive health policy developments, supply chain 

management support, health services, and workforce capacity development.44 The UNFPA also engages in various 

joint UN funding platforms at country, regional and global levels, which include thematic funds such as the Global 

Programme and the Maternal Health Thematic Fund.45 The UNFPA also became the fiduciary agent for the 

Reproductive, Maternal, Newborn and Child Health Fund in 2013.46 The UNFPA serves as the administrative agent 

(AA) for many joint programs and multi-donor trust funds, where other UN organizations and pooled multi-partner 

trust funds (MPTFs) are crucial delivery mechanisms of UNFPA's programs at various levels.47  

Accountability  

The UNFPA is a subsidiary body of the General Assembly and received overall policy guidance from the General 

Assembly and ECOSOC.48 The UNDP/UNFPA Executive Board is in charge of the UNFPA's administrative, 

financial, and program agenda.49 The UNFPA has two flagship publications that detail its annual work: state of the 

world population and annual report, which provides information on its programs and financing.50 The UNFPA also 

provides technical assistance to other UN bodies and participates in numerous interagency collaborations within the 

UN.51 

Recent Developments  

Agenda and Priorities  

The work of the UNFPA is mainly guided by the strategic plans that it presents every several years.52 The Strategic 

Plan 2018-2021 was adopted in 2017 and reaffirms the current trajectory of their work in ensuring universal access 

to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights, focusing on women, adolescents and youth, and the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).53 The plan details work in several key areas: eradicating poverty, 

addressing climate change, improving adolescent and maternal health, achieving gender equality and the 

empowerment of women and girls, ensuring greater availability and use of data for sustainable development, and 

emphasizing the central goal of development.54 The work of the UNFPA is also led by the Executive Board.55 In its 

second regular session in November 2019, the UNFPA noted its efforts to reshape its work to be more effective, 

results-driven and better equipped to meet the 2030 Agenda and its 17 SDGs.56  

                                                           
42 UNFPA, Resources and Funding. https://www.unfpa.org/resources-and-funding  
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 UNFPA, Joint Programmes & Pooled Funding. https://www.unfpa.org/joint-programmes-pooled-funding 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 UNFPA, UNFPA in the UN System. https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system 
49 Ibid. 
50 Dag Hammarskjöld Library, UN System Documentation. https://research.un.org/en/docs/unsystem/unfpa 
51 UNFPA, UNFPA in the UN System. https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system 
52 UNFPA, Five ways climate change hurts women and girls. https://www.unfpa.org/news/five-ways-climate-change-hurts-women-and-

girls  
53 UNFPA, Global COVID-19 Situation Report No. 1. https://www.unfpa.org/resources/global-covid-19-situation-report-no-1  
54 UNFPA, Strategic Plan 2018-2021. https://www.unfpa.org/strategic-plan-2018-2021 
55 UNFPA, Executive Board. https://www.unfpa.org/executive-board 
56 Executive Board of the United Nations Development Programme and of the United Nations Population Fund, Report of the second 

regular session 2019 (3 to 6 September 2019, New York), 2019. https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/board-

documents/main-document/dp2020-1.pdf 

https://www.unfpa.org/resources-and-funding
about:blank
https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system
about:blank
https://www.unfpa.org/unfpa-un-system
https://www.unfpa.org/news/five-ways-climate-change-hurts-women-and-girls
https://www.unfpa.org/news/five-ways-climate-change-hurts-women-and-girls
https://www.unfpa.org/resources/global-covid-19-situation-report-no-1
https://www.unfpa.org/strategic-plan-2018-2021
https://www.unfpa.org/executive-board
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/board-documents/main-document/dp2020-1.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/board-documents/main-document/dp2020-1.pdf
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Climate Change and the COVID-19 pandemic are both recent developments that UNFPA has focused on.57 While 

climate change has a global impact, some groups such as women and girls can be more vulnerable to its effects as 

women are more likely to rely on natural resources for their livelihoods which are adversely impacts by extreme 

weather.58 For example, drought in Somaliland has destroyed crops, reduced livestock production, and has displaced 

thousands of people. 59 The pandemic is undermining progress towards achieving the 2030 Agenda and UNFPA's 

goals.60 Therefore, UNFPA continues to partner with CSOs, Member States, and other UN agencies in order to 

ensure access to family planning services, ending gender-based violence (GBV) and harmful practices such as 

female genital mutilation, and prevent maternal deaths by 2030.61 UNFPA released data showing that more than 47 

million women could lose access to contraception, leading to 7 million unintended pregnancies in the coming 

months. 62  

Meetings and Conferences  

The UNFPA conducts its work year-round in various capacities, and the only meetings that occur are that of its 

Executive Board. The Board holds several regular sessions, informal consultations, joint briefings, and updates.63  

Conclusion  

UNFPA aims to address issues related to sexual and reproductive health, gender equality, population and 

development strategies, and advancing the rights and opportunities of young people through a focus on rights-based 

and culturally sensitive approaches backed up by evidence.64 UNFPA works to serve as the leading entity within the 

UN on issues regarding population by providing a platform for discussion and collaboration on its target areas.65 

Through programs and strategies such as the 2018-2021 Strategic Plan, UNFPA continues to strive to meet the 

SDGs within the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development while providing assistance and support to marginalized 

families, women and girls, and youth in areas such as sexuality education, and involvement in leadership. 

  

                                                           
57 UNFPA, Five ways climate change hurts women and girls. https://www.unfpa.org/news/five-ways-climate-change-hurts-women-and-

girls 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 UNFPA, Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Family Planning and Ending Gender-based Violence, Female Genital Mutilation and 

Child Marriage, 2020. https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-

19_impact_brief_for_UNFPA_24_April_2020_1.pdf 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid. 
63 UNFPA, Executive Board. https://www.unfpa.org/executive-board 
64 UNFPA, About Us; https://www.unfpa.org/about-us  

UN System, United Nations Population Fund. https://www.unsystem.org/content/unfpa 
65 Ibid. 

https://www.unfpa.org/news/five-ways-climate-change-hurts-women-and-girls
https://www.unfpa.org/news/five-ways-climate-change-hurts-women-and-girls
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_impact_brief_for_UNFPA_24_April_2020_1.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/COVID-19_impact_brief_for_UNFPA_24_April_2020_1.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/executive-board
about:blank
about:blank
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I. Promoting Access to Family Planning in Developing States 

Pregnancies don't stop for pandemics, or any crisis. We must ensure that women and girls have 

uninterrupted access to life-saving contraceptives and maternal health medicines. The devastating 

impact that COVID-19 has had on the lives of millions of women and girls in the past year 

underscores just how vital it is to ensure the continuity of reproductive health services. 

 – UNFPA Executive Director, Dr. Natalia Kanem 

Introduction 

The United Nations Population Fund's (UNFPA) work is based on the belief that access to voluntary family 

planning is not only a human right; it is also key to gender equality and women's empowerment, leads to positive 

health care and outcomes, and is important to reducing poverty.66 Human Rights Day on 10 December 1967 was the 

first time family planning was declared a human right because families are described in the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights as the fundamental unit of society and any decision on the size of families must be made by the 

family themselves but the decision to have a child must be accompanied with knowledge of the alternatives open to 

parents.67 When women can space out their children they are more likely to complete their education, their 

autonomy is increased, and their earning potential is improved.68 According to estimates, family planning 

investments has high returns for reducing poverty, one study by Kohler Behrman achieving universal access to 

quality sexual and reproductive health could yield returns of $120 for every dollar invested.69 To conclude, 

increasing access for one woman also means a better life for her family and the community for generations to 

come.70  

It is essential when referencing family planning to preface it with the requirement that it be voluntary and informed 

choice. This is because of the historic human rights abuses in many countries which include forced sterilization, 

bribes or payment for sterilizations which often targeting the least developed countries and most marginalized 

groups.71 Family planning falls under the wider umbrella of reproductive health which may be defined as a state of 

well-being related to one's sexual and reproductive life.72 It implies, according to the International Conference on 

Population and Development (ICPD) Programme of Action, "that people are able to have a satisfying and safe sex 

life and that they have the capability to reproduce and the freedom to decide if, when and how often to do so."73  

Family planning is the information, means and methods that allow individuals to decide to have children and how 

they want to space the births out.74 This includes a wide range of contraceptives which can include pills, implants, 

intrauterine devices, surgical procedures that limit fertility, and barrier methods such as condoms.75 United Nations 

Population Fund also helps train volunteers and health professions to educate on non-invasive but less effective 

methods such as the calendar method and abstinence.76 Family planning also includes information about treatments 

of infertility.77 Essentially, UNFPA works to support family planning by: ensuring a steady, reliable supply of 

quality contraceptives; strengthening national health systems; advocating for policies supportive of family planning; 

and gathering data to support this work.78 UNFPA also provides leadership in increasing access to family planning, 
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by convening partners like governments and CSOs to develop evidence and policies.79 The end goal is to be able to 

offer programmatic, technical and financial assistance to developing countries.80  

UNFPA does not provide sexual and reproductive or family planning services directly: its primary role is to 

facilitate access to improved services within countries and carry out policy and advocacy work.81 Instead, they have 

three goals: ending the unmet need for family planning, ending preventable maternal deaths, ending GBV, and most 

importantly ending all harmful practices against women and girls.82 It is important to look at the issue of access to 

universal family planning in developing states wholistically and in the long-term because the more contraceptive 

options that are available the more likely a family can find an option that works for them.83 The impact is felt 

through economic benefits, that no woman dies of preventable maternal complications, and that women can 

complete their education and join the job market are quantifiable and, will eventually far exceed the investment in 

contraceptives and health education.84 

Unfortunately, in developing regions, an estimated 218 million women who want access do not have access to safe 

and effective family planning methods. The lack of family planning options is caused by a lack of access to 

information, services, low support from their partners or communities.85 Every day almost 800 women and girls die 

of pregnancy-related complications, 99% in developing countries and nearly all are preventable.86 In addition, for 

every woman who dies, 20 or more experience serious complications.87 In sub-Saharan Africa alone, 58 million 

women have an unmet need for family planning and, in the region's 39 poorest countries unmet need has increased 

since 2008.88 Among HIV-positive women in HIV programs the proportion of unintended pregnancies ranges 

between 51% and 92%.89  

International Framework 

Family planning has historically not been directly recognized as an essential human right.90 However, it relates 

indirectly to article 25 of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights which states that everyone has the right 

to an adequate standard of living for themselves and their family which includes access to food, clothing, housing, 

medical care and other necessary social services.91 Additional social services include support for situations outside 

of a person's control such as while unemployed, sick, widowed, old age, and disabled.92 There are special 

protections for mothers and their children whether or not the child is born outside of wedlock.93 Today many UN 

conferences such as the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development in Cairo have recognized 

that family planning as encompassed by healthcare broadly is a human right.94 The first time it was recognized was 

on Human Rights Day in 1967 in the Declaration on Population by World Leaders.95 A woman's autonomy to do 

what is best for them and their family by choosing to space out births and not have more children than they want is 

essential to meeting equity issues.96  

Of particular concern are women in areas of war and conflict because of lack of access to normal services and 

support. Therefore, the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and their Additional Protocols is an important level of 
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protection for civilians These protections apply to civilians, health workers and aid workers and in this case medical 

workers who maintain and supply vital family planning materials during war.97 The first human rights treaty to 

require nations to recognize a right to health and to take steps to achieve the realization of that right for families 

specifically was in 1966 called the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.98 However, it 

was not until 1979 at the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women that 

women's rights to health and family planning services and information, in particular, was addressed.99 Finally, in 

1989, the Convention on the Rights of the Child reiterated the right to maternal health and identified it critically as a 

right intrinsically related to the right to health for children.100 

Title Author Year 

International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (Resolution 

2200A)101 

UN General Assembly 1966 

Declaration on Social Progress and 

Development Adopted (Resolution 2542)102 

UN General Assembly 1969 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

of Discrimination Against Women103 

UN General Assembly 1979 

Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(Resolution 44/25)104 

UN General Assembly 1989 

Fertility, Reproductive Health and 

Development (Resolution 2011/1)105 

The Commission on Population 

and Development 

2011 

Role of United Nations Population Fund and the International System 

UNFPA began operations in 1969 but it was not until 1994 at the International Conference on Population and 

Development that population planning began to be thought of as family planning.106 This development was because 

individuals and couples are at the heart of development and should enjoy the basic human right to decide freely and 

responsibly the number and spacing of their children.107 It was decided at the conference that family planning was a 

priority to the committee because these individual decisions multiplied across communities and countries heavily 

influenced population trends when coupled with mortality and migration rates.108 UNFPA has a strong advantage 

when undertaking policy and advocacy efforts because of its work in strengthening the broader health system while 

other regional partners can undertake longer-term capacity development because of their specific knowledge of the 
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area.109 The fund also has an advantage in scaling up service delivery due to their ability to dedicate resources over a 

longer time because of its size.110  

The UNFPA plays a vital role in family planning plays in meeting the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

especially Goals 1, 2, 3, and 5.111 UNFPA works with partners to improve access to sexual and reproductive health 

care in developing countries because reproductive health problems are a leading cause of ill health and death for 

women and girls of childbearing age.112 Goal 1 (No Poverty) is only achievable by creating family planning 

frameworks at all levels.113 This must be based on pro-poor and gender-sensitive development strategies to prioritize 

getting contraceptive access to women living in poverty who struggle to feed additional children.114 Goal 2 (Zero 

Hunger) achieve food security, improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture specifically targets one and 

two of the internationally agreed targets on stunting and wasting in children under five years of age.115 It also targets 

the nutritional needs of adolescent girls and pregnant and lactating women can be prevented with family planning 

and less unplanned pregnancies that strain a family's budget.116 Goal 3 (Good Health and Well-being) ensuring 

healthy lives and promoting well-being for all at all ages targets one, three, seven, and eight UNFPA and 

contraceptives can address by lowering morbidity, addressing HIV/AIDs, health care systems, and getting more 

funding for health care professionals in rural areas.117 SDG5 achieve gender equality and empower all women and 

girls UNFPA can meet target four by decreasing the number of children has therefore increasing her ability to get a 

paid job outside of domestic work meeting and target six by working towards universal access to sexual and 

reproductive health and reproductive rights as agreed in accordance with the Beijing Platform for Action and the 

outcome documents of their review conferences.118 

UNFPA plays a vital and unique role in the challenge of increasing family planning access to developing states 

because of its advantages such as size of the organization, access to funds, and regional partners.119 Maternal 

mortality represents the greatest health inequity in the world, and this is clearly outlined with future 

recommendations in the Thematic Evaluation UNFPA Support to Maternal Health 2000-2011.120 1990 to 2010 

indicates that maternal deaths fell from 543,000 to 287,000, yet this decline of 47 percent has been uneven and 

marked by persistent economic disparities among and within countries with the largest disparities felt by developing 

states.121 While UNFPA plays an essential role there are still gaps in programing including lack of sufficient 

technical support from regional offices and headquarters.122  

The Inter-Agency Humanitarian Evaluation is an independent assessment of results of the collective humanitarian 

response by member organizations which monitors these gaps of results of the collective humanitarian response by 

member organizations and monitors UNFPA to make sure it is fulfilling its mission regarding family planning.123 

For example, UNFPA started a plan in 2012 running through 2020 titled Choices Not Chance which had a priority 

of reaching 69 of the poorest countries where the need is greatest for family planning.124 They also targeted the 

program towards those who needed the most help getting to access to information, services and supplies: women 

and young people.125 The planning strategy worked to improve the quality of care, generating demand and meet 
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some unmet needs.126 In 2016, the plan was evaluated for its support to family planning during 2008 through 2013 

specific country case studies for Bolivia, Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Ethiopia and Zimbabwe.127 While the target was 

not met other technical needs were recognized as necessary such as develop more comprehensive and coherent long-

term maternal health strategies.128  

UNFPA receives support from several civil society organization including many branches of USAID.129 In general, 

USAID advances and supports voluntary family planning and reproductive health programs in nearly 40 countries 

across the globe.130 They support Family Planning 2020's (FP2020) goal to reach 120 million more women and girls 

in the world's poorest countries with access to voluntary family planning information, contraceptives, and service.131 

FP2020 has been replaced by Family Planning 2030 (FP2030), is hosted by the United Nations Foundation has a 

core commitment to equitable and rights-based approaches, country leadership, inclusion, transparency, and mutual 

accountability and uses a suite of quantitative metrics to measure access to family planning.132 UNFPA works with 

USAID/Mozambique Improved Family Planning Initiative (IFPI) reached women with a particularly high unmet 

need for family planning services with a focus on focus on rural and vulnerable populations in the Nampula, Sofala 

and Zambezia provinces.133  

The fund also receives support from UN entities including the World Health Organization's (WHO) Family Planning 

Accelerator project which has many goals including increasing the uptake of postpartum and post-abortion 

contraception.134 The Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) also provides 

support from countries that are part of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women (CEDAW).135 These countries are obliged to submit reports on implementation of CEDAW.136 Finally, the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) is an agency with the goal of safeguarding the rights 

and well-being of people who have been forced to flee by providing protection, shelter, health, and education.137 

They help refugees, returnees, stateless people, the internally displaced and asylum-seekers access family 

planning.138 

Key Issues 

Lack of Qualified Care from Medically Trained Professionals 

Since 1990, maternal mortality has declined by 47 per cent worldwide.139 However, 830 women and adolescent girls 

die each day from preventable causes related to pregnancy and childbirth, and 99 per cent of these deaths occur in 

developing countries – more than half in fragile and humanitarian settings such as refugee camps.140 These deaths 

largely occur because the women do not have access to adequate healthcare facilities or trained health workers and 

midwives.141 The continuous under-investment in midwifery highlights how the needs of women, and the skills of a 

mostly female workforce, are often neglected by policymakers and health systems.142 Midwives face persistent 

                                                           
126 Ibid. 
127 UN OIOS, Thematic Evaluation UNFPA Support to Maternal Health, 2012, pp. 10-30. https://www.unfpa.org/admin-resource/unfpa-

support-maternal-health-2000-2011  
128 Ibid. 
129 Ibid. 
130 Ibid. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Ibid. 
133 USAID, USAID/Mozambique Improved Family Planning Initiative (IFPI), 2021. https://www.pathfinder.org/projects/usaid-

mozambique-improved-family-planning-initiative-ifpi/  
134 WHO, WHO Family Planning Accelerator project, 2020. https://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/projects/WHO-FP-Accelerator-

Project-Brief.pdf?ua=1  
135 Ibid. 
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Gee, Schulte-Hillen, & Noznesky, Contraception and Family Planning in Refugee Settings, 2019, p. 15-30. 

https://www.unhcr.org/5e53af2c4.pdf  
139 Ibid. 
140 UNFPA, Family Planning, 2021. https://www.unfpa.org/family-planning  
141 Ibid.  
142 UNFPA, Global Shortage, 2021. https://www.unfpa.org/news/global-shortage-900000-midwives-threatens-womens-lives-and-health-

new-report-shows  

https://www.unfpa.org/admin-resource/unfpa-support-maternal-health-2000-2011
https://www.unfpa.org/admin-resource/unfpa-support-maternal-health-2000-2011
https://www.pathfinder.org/projects/usaid-mozambique-improved-family-planning-initiative-ifpi/
https://www.pathfinder.org/projects/usaid-mozambique-improved-family-planning-initiative-ifpi/
https://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/projects/WHO-FP-Accelerator-Project-Brief.pdf?ua=1
https://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/projects/WHO-FP-Accelerator-Project-Brief.pdf?ua=1
https://www.unhcr.org/5e53af2c4.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/family-planning
https://www.unfpa.org/news/global-shortage-900000-midwives-threatens-womens-lives-and-health-new-report-shows
https://www.unfpa.org/news/global-shortage-900000-midwives-threatens-womens-lives-and-health-new-report-shows


 

16 

gender discrimination that prevents them from achieving professional autonomy and leadership roles.143 They also 

endure gendered disparities in pay and career growth which affects retention.144 Despite efforts, gaps exist in 

accessing comprehensive reproductive health services: emergency contraception, comprehensive clinical and 

psychosocial care for rape survivors, family planning, and adolescent sexual and reproductive health services.145 

UNFPA plays an important role by supporting a holistic approach, through coordination and support with partners 

and local governments, to appropriate services.146 

Well-trained midwives could help avert roughly two thirds of all maternal and newborn deaths, according to the 

most recent State of the World's Midwifery report.147 As pointed out by the Strengthening Quality Midwifery 

Education for Universal Health Coverage 2030 report created by the UNFPA, the World Health Organization, the 

International Confederation of Midwives, and UNICEF, midwives could also deliver 87 percent of all essential 

sexual, reproductive, maternal and newborn health services.148 Yet only 42 percent of people with midwifery skills 

work in the 73 countries where more than 90 percent of all maternal and newborn deaths and stillbirths occur.149  

Many people in slums lack ready access to health facilities.150 Others rely on paying private, unregulated providers 

for health services that are free in rural areas.151 The solution to this would be to provide more affordable and mobile 

health care services by educating more potential health care workers.152 As a result of UNFPA-supported programs, 

more than 115,000 trained and integrated midwives have been deployed to the front lines.153 For example, UNFPA 

and UNICEF cosponsor the Joint Programme on Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting.154 However, there is still a need 

to increase the number of midwives working and how much they are trained.155 This can be achieved by helping 

align midwife training curriculum to global standards, strengthen midwifery schools and build the capacity of 

midwifery tutors.156 UNFPA and its partners can also work on this goal by helping convene governments, CSOs, 

experts, and other partners to develop policies to increase midwives.157 They can also offer programmatic, technical, 

and financial assistance to help attract more people to become midwives, physicians assistants, nurses, and doctors 

who are willing to work in rural areas.158  

Low Usage Rates and Inadequate Access to Family Planning Services  

The need for access to family planning services is often recognized but low usage rates persist.159 For example, the 

Program of Action of the International Conference on Population and Development recognized "the right of men 

and women to be informed and to have access to safe, effective, affordable and acceptable methods of family 

planning of their choice."160 Additionally, the Committee on the Rights of the Child has indicated that "States parties 

should provide adolescents with access to sexual and reproductive information, including on family planning and 

contraceptives, the dangers of early pregnancy, the prevention of HIV and the prevention and treatment of sexually 

transmitted diseases (STDs)."161 The Rights to Contraceptive Information and Services for Women and Adolescents 
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published in 2011 looks at contraceptives as a human right.162 However, contraceptives have been unavailable to 

many people because of poor inventory and stocking systems.163 Family planning supplies have sat in warehouses or 

overstocked health facilities, while other clinics, especially those in rural areas, would go without.164  

More organized, new logistics systems aimed at managing the procurement, storage and inventory of reproductive 

health supplies are necessary.165 However, supplies still have a hard time reaching rural communities because of lack 

of infrastructure and trained professionals.166 It is also essential that any proposals to work on the issue include 

working with community leaders before going into the community to go over care options because trust is key to 

addressing social and gender norms which prevent women from making their own decisions without their husband’s 

consent.167 That is where UNFPA's expertise is helpful to help create more streamlined supply chain management 

systems so the family planning needs of the 16 per cent of currently married women in Myanmar are met according 

to a 2015-2016 survey because of lack of funding and cultural pressure."168 UNFPA's AccessRH quality assured 

reproductive health supplies are cost effective and reliable way to work around supply chains to make sure 

contraceptives are available. 

Even if contraceptives are available there is a lot of misinformation about how safe they are to use and in general not 

a lot of knowledge of sexual education is available especially to young people.169 Increasing knowledge about and 

access to modern contraception among adolescent girls is a crucial starting point for improving their long-term 

health.170 It is also essential for improving maternal and newborn health: around the world, complications from 

pregnancy and childbirth are the leading killer of adolescent girls (ages 15-19).171 In UNFPA strategic plan, 2018-

2021, has the goal of universal access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights, focusing on women, 

adolescents and youth.172 Lack of knowledge also plays a role, with many women not understanding that they are 

able to become pregnant, not knowing what contraceptive methods are available, or having incorrect information 

about modern methods.173 Therefore, training locals to be able to educate their community members especially 

youth is essential to increasing contraceptive knowledge.174  

Impacts of Humanitarian Crises Funding on Family Planning 

Women and girls are an extremely vulnerable population when displaced by natural disasters, war, conflict, public 

health emergencies, and other humanitarian crises.175 In 2018, 34 million women and girls experienced increased 

incidents of rape, other forms of GBV, unplanned pregnancies, increased likelihood of contracting HIV and other 

sexually transmitted infections (STIs), unsafe abortions, and maternal death because of crises.176 Already high rates 

of maternal death and other gender-related issues are magnified during times of crises because of lack of access.177 

UNFPA is already reaching many people in humanitarian crises; in 2017 alone, 38 million people including 5.6 

million pregnant women where helped, however there is so much more unmet need which ranges between countries 

because of lack of funding, lack of protection for civilians, and not allowing health care workers access.178 To reach 
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FP2030 commitments and the SDGs WHO, UNFPA, and UNHCR need access to greater investments in high-

quality, voluntary family planning services in humanitarian settings.179  

To reach the 40% of displaced women who want to avoid becoming pregnant UNFPA needs funding to have more 

successful integrated family planning programs such as the partnership with the Government of Bangladesh.180 

Delivering family planning during the early crisis response in Bangladesh's Cox’s Bazar when some 700,000 

Rohingya refugees fled from Myanmar.181 The vast majority reaching Bangladesh are women and children, and 

more than 40 percent are under age 12 at the age when family planning education is needed most.182 Integrating 

family planning into humanitarian responses with mobile clinics offering expanded contraceptive options and 

ensuring access to emergency contraceptives needs to be on the same priority level as providing access to food, 

water, and shelter.183 With the number of forcibly displaced people both within countries and across borders because 

of persecution, conflict, generalized violence, human rights violations or events seriously disturbing public order 

doubling from 41 million in 2010 to 78.5 million in 2020, the solutions moving forward need to be even more 

comprehensive.184  

Refugee camps present a unique possibility to reach underserved populations because resettling displaced persons 

requires communication of health information with potential openings for integrating family planning information 

and services into such processes.185 UNFPA and UNHCR has provided temporary solutions by providing on-the-

ground training for health workers and midwives to increase emergency obstetric and newborn care to reduce 

maternal and neonatal death.186 They also provide family planning kits contain condoms, oral and injectable 

contraceptives, and intrauterine devices providing that supply chains are not hindered.187 A key need is Long-Acting 

Reversible Contraception (LARCs) which are intrauterine devices and contraceptive implants are the most effective 

reversible contraceptive methods.188 While they have some disadvantages such as they cannot help with contracting 

STIs, they also require the least contact with health care providers and can last up to 3-10 years.189 However, there 

are not enough people trained on how to administer LARCs and additional equipment and supplies such as insertion 

and removal equipment and autoclave for hygiene are required which are in short supply in humanitarian crises.190  

Conclusion 

UNFPA is often the only organization providing family planning and access to health care.191 This is even more 

necessary in emergency settings including during the COVID-19 pandemic, such as voluntary family planning, 

midwife training, prenatal care, safe delivery services, and working to end child marriage and female genital 

mutilation.192 It is important to acknowledge and rectify that poor, adolescent, and women sex workers bear the 

brunt of health issues because of unplanned pregnancies.193 In addition, unplanned pregnancies result in extra time 

spent on unpaid domestic and care work.194 Contraceptives are an especially essential health service in refugee 

operations because young women are the least informed about sexual education, face higher rates of violence, and 

therefore the most at risk for unplanned pregnancies and diseases.195 Rural areas, least developed countries, and 
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areas with conflict share the highest rates of unmet needs associated with contraceptives in the world.196 To 

conclude, there are a myriad of reasons why family planning in developing states must be a priority including that it 

can help create a more sustainable environment, reduce poverty, ensure better nutrition of children, improving girls’ 

education and empowerment.197 
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II. The State of the World’s Midwifery 

“The close correlation between access to skilled, motivated and supported health workers, and 

maternal and child health is well established. Midwives are an essential component of the workforce 

and key players in the achievement of Millennium Development Goals 4 and 5. Policy makers must 

invest to overcome existing shortages to ensure that all people particularly the poor and those that 

live in remote areas, have access to skilled health midwives.”  

-Global Health Workforce Alliance Executive Director, Dr. Sheikh198. 

Introduction  

Midwives are an essential component of the global healthcare workforce and save hundreds of thousands of lives 

each year.199 They play an instrumental role in ensuring that women and their babies receive a continuum of skilled 

care during pregnancy, childbirth, and the important days and weeks post-birth.200 In addition, midwives also 

provide comprehensive sexual and reproductive health services, as well as education and counselling for women and 

adolescents, helping to prevent female genital mutilation, offer support to survivors of GBV, and provide services to 

those who it is often denied based on economic status, location, and disability among others.1 According to the 

World Health Organization (WHO), neonatal conditions (birth asphyxia, birth trauma, neonatal sepsis, etc.) are the  

fifth leading cause of death globally.201 Women who receive midwife-led continuity of care are 16% less likely to 

lose their baby and 24% less likely to experience pre-term birth.202 Universal coverage of midwife-delivered 

interventions could avoid 2/3 of maternal and neonatal deaths and stillbirths, allowing 4.3 million lives to be saved 

annually by 2035.203 

According to the International Confederation of Midwives (ICM), a midwife is defined as “one who has successfully 

completed a midwifery education programme that is recognized in the country where it is located, and that is based 

on the ICM Essential Competencies for Basic Midwifery Practice and the framework of the ICM Global Standards 

for Midwifery Education.”.204 Furthermore, a midwife is someone “who has acquired the requisite qualifications to 

be registered and/or legally licensed to practice midwifery and use the title “midwife,” and who demonstrates 

competency in the practice of midwifery.”205 The presence of trained midwives globally is essential in pursuing the 

goals of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA): universal access to sexual and reproductive health, 

promoting reproductive rights, reducing maternal mortality, and accelerating progress on the ICPD (International 

Conference on Population Development) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 206  

UNFPA provides expertise and recommendations on midwifery and reproductive and sexual health issues to local 

and national governments, other UN agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), CSOs, and the private 

sector.207 The Committee assists countries in obtaining facts and figures by conducting expansive surveys and other 

forms of data collection to better understand population and health dynamics and to create sound policies to address 

a specific member state’s needs.208 UNFPA mobilizes support and resources to create new programs, such as those 

created to raise midwifery awareness and appreciation, those to expand midwife accessibility, and those to expand 

midwifery education and training globally in order to provide better sexual and reproductive healthcare worldwide 
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and to reduce rates of maternal and infant mortality.209 Such programs can be found all over the world; as of 2020, 

the UNFPA is operating its largest programs in Yemen, which has one of the highest maternal mortality rates in the 

southwest Asia region.210 In 2018, UNFPA contributed over $75 million towards activities such as the creation of 62 

mobile clinics and 382 maternal health facilities/tents/homes, providing sexual and reproductive healthcare access to 

over 335,500 women.211 

International Framework  

Improving global sexual and reproductive health is a core focus of the international community and can be traced 

back to foundational international frameworks. According to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), 

article 25, access to a healthy, adequate standard of living is a human right.212 The preamble of the 1946 Constitution 

of the World Health Organization states that “the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health is one of the 

fundamental rights of every human being without distinction of race, religion, political belief, economic or social 

condition.”213 In addition, the protection of sexual and reproductive health services can be found within the realm of 

International Humanitarian Law (IHL).214 The Geneva Conventions and Their Additional Protocols implemented the 

standards for humanitarian treatment during times of conflict and war, stating that all medical personnel such as 

midwives, civilian or otherwise, shall be respected and protected.215 This includes “persons taking no active part in 

hostilities (civilians, injured, etc.), including “children under fifteen, expectant mothers and mothers of children 

under seven,” from the effects of war.216 

At the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) hosted by the UNFPA, 192 Member 

States adopted the ICPD Programme of Action, which presented a new international framework for the future of 

global population development, one that affirms sexual and reproductive health as a fundamental human right, that 

places emphasis on the empowerment of women and the improvement of individual lives.217 This mission has been 

built upon and expanded by later conventions, such as the Political Declaration on Universal Health Coverage 

(2019), the Global Strategy for Women’s, Children’s, and Adolescents Health (2015), and General Assembly 

resolution 70/1, “Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development” (2015).218 Improving 

midwifery and general sexual and reproductive services is integral to SDG 3 (good health and well-being), whose 

goal is to reduce the ratio of maternal, infant, and child mortality and to ensure universal access to sexual and 

reproductive health care services.219 It is also essential for reaching SDG 5 (gender equality) with the mission to end 

discrimination towards women and girls, eliminate harmful practices such as forced marriage and female genital 

mutilation, and ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights.220 

Additional regional frameworks that address this topic include The Regional Professional Regulatory Framework 

For Nursing and Midwifery: Creating a Common Approach to Regulation, Educational Preparation and Practice: 
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Future Direction for Nursing & Midwifery Development in the African Region.221 This publication details seven 

regulatory elements including various codes of conduct, practices, standards, and core competencies, to assist 

stakeholders at the regional, national, and local levels to contribute to the production of skilled and regulated 

professionals who can deliver quality healthcare services.222 In addition, the Regional Strategic Directions for 

Strengthening Midwifery in the South-East Asia Region 2020-2024 discusses health trends and challenges in the 

region and provides an implementation and monitoring framework for five selected elements: governance and 

regulation, education and training, workforce planning and management, practice and service delivery, and research 

and evidence.223  

 

Title Author Year 

Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development (A/RES/70/1)224 
UN General Assembly 2015 

The State of the World’s Midwifery 2021 

(DP/FPA/2021/4)225 
UN Population Fund, ICM, WHO 2021 

Programme of Action of the International 

Conference on Population Development 

(A/CONF.171/13)226 

UN General Assembly 1994 

UN Political Declaration on Universal Health 

Coverage (A/RES/74/2)227 
UN General Assembly 2019 

The Global Strategy for Women’s, Children’s, 

and Adolescents’ Health228 
World Health Organization 2015 

Role of United Nations Population Fund and the International System 

UNFPA discussions surrounding reproductive health and gender equality have taken place since it began its 

operations in 1969.229 Working within the context of the ICPD and the SDGs, UNFPA aims to address global 

population and development issues with a focus on reproductive health and the rights of women and adolescents.230 

As such, midwifery is one of UNFPA’s central issues.231 Through its funding of programming and research, UNFPA 

is an essential organization for development and is critical in improving and evaluating midwifery services.232 Each 

year, UNFPA publishes a variety of publications, including the annual State of the World’s Midwifery Report, the 
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annual State of the World’s Population report, as well as issue pieces such as the Technical Brief: How will COVID-

19 Impact Fertility? (2021).233 In addition, UNFPA also publishes country and region-specific pieces such as 

Investing in Maternal Health and Family Planning in Small Island Developing States (2021).234 In addition, UNFPA 

has expanded its reach through the creation of multiple subsidiary funds, which includes The French Muskoka Fund, 

which is a collaboration between UNFPA, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), UN Women and WHO 

aimed at improving the health of mothers, newborns, children, and young people.235 In addition, there is the 

Maternal and Newborn Health Thematic Fund (MHTF): A subsidiary program of the UNFPA working to improve 

maternal and newborn health and well-being.236  

In 2021 alone, UNFPA has passed multiple resolutions regarding global midwifery, including The State of the 

World’s Midwifery 2021 (DP/FPA/2021/4) and the UNFPA Strategic Plan 2022-2025.237 The State of the World’s 

Midwifery 2021 illustrates the progress, trends, barriers, and challenges to the future advancement of global 

midwifery services.238 This report identifies a global shortage of approximately 1.1 million sexual, reproductive, 

maternal, newborn, and adolescent health (SRMNAH) workers, of which 900,000 consist of midwives.239 The 

UNFPA Strategic Plan, 2022-2025 (DP/FPA/2021/8) provides a framework and roadmap to achieve three expected 

development results: (1) by 2025, the reduction in the unmet need for family planning has accelerated, (2) by 2025, 

the reduction of preventable maternal deaths has accelerated, and (3) by 2025, the reduction in GBV and harmful 

practices has accelerated.240  

In addition to the UNFPA, many other relevant actors emphasize and support midwifery around the world, including 

the World Health Organization (WHO) which has a mandate to “promote health, keep the world safe, and serve the 

vulnerable.241 WHO recently drafted its WHO Global Strategic Directions for Nursing and Midwifery 2021-2025.242 

In addition, midwifery is supported by UN Women: an organ of the United Nations whose mandate is to work 

towards equality for women and girls.243 UNICEF, The United Nation’s main subsidiary body to protect the rights of 

the child, also emphasizes the importance of midwifery and works for their protection and expansion.244  

Inter-agency coordination is conducted through organizations such as the Global Strategy Network, UNICEF, 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP).245 To amplify its impact and awareness, UNFPA partners with many civil society groups such as faith-

based organizations, academic institutions, international NGOs, and governments.246 For example, UNFPA recently 

collaborated with the government and various CSOs in Uganda and recently opened a refurbished Neonatal 

Intensive Care Unit (NICU) to aid with rapid population growth.247 In 2013, the UNFPA created a Civil Society 

Advisory Panel, composed of 14 representatives from various CSOs to facilitate discussion on development trends 
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and opportunities, and to encourage collaboration on specific initiatives related to the ICPD agenda.248 The ICM is 

the largest civil society organization that focuses on midwifery and often collaborates with UN and other 

independent agencies on data collection, reports, and recommendations.249  

Key Issues  

Shortage and Under-Investment in Midwifery 

According to the 2021 State of the World’s Midwifery (SoWMy) Report, the international community is 

experiencing an acute global shortage of midwives.250 Many Member States, including some high-income countries, 

are forecast to have insufficient SRMNAH workers to meet the demand by 2030, creating a risk for an increase in 

levels of maternal and newborn mortality.251 This is being caused by factors such as insufficient numbers, inefficient 

skill mix, inequitable distribution, varying levels and quality of education and training programs, limited qualified 

educators (including for supervision and mentoring) and limited effective regulation.252 By fully supporting the 

training and sustainment of midwives, such a future can be mitigated and save an estimated 4.3 million lives per 

year by 2035.253 In addition, evidence following the first SoWMy report indicates that investing in women’s 

professional development and leadership in healthcare facilitates positive birth experiences and safe and effective 

comprehensive abortion services, improves health outcomes, augments labor supply, favors inclusive and equitable 

growth, facilitates economic stabilization, and can have a positive macroeconomic impact nationally and 

internationally, resulting in increased gross domestic product (GDP), lower unemployment rates, and the fostering of 

long-term economic growth.254  

Through past plans such as the UNFPA Strategic Plan, 2018-2021, UNFPA has facilitated various improvements in 

midwifery investment and capacity.255 From 2018-2019 alone, 12,534 midwives graduated medical programs with 

proper accreditation to ensure adequate skill and procedure training.256 However, this value is only 61% of the target 

output, causes by “(a) barriers in establishing regulatory bodies to ensure accreditation of midwifery schools; and (b) 

challenges in midwifery deployment schemes and variations in the registration of midwives upon graduation.”.257 

The UNFPA Strategic Plan, 2022-2025, hopes to secure such outcomes by calling for national, regional, and global 

investments in education and training, health workforce planning, management and regulation and the work 

environment, leadership and governance, and service delivery to expand and make more efficient the current 

midwifery workforce.258 It also aims to spread awareness of the importance of midwives, to recognize and 

appreciating the work they do, including and beyond delivering babies.259  

Equity of Access to Sexual, Reproductive, Maternal, Newborn and Adolescent Health (SRMNAH) 

Around the world, many women, girls, and adolescents are disproportionately limited in accessing midwives and 

other sources of sexual and reproductive care, leaving millions of pregnant women and newborns at risk due to 

shortage of midwives, isolated locations, lack of access to technology and transportation, socioeconomic status, 

gender, ethnicity, age, and mistrust among the workforce, among others.260 For example, only 72% of births in rural 
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areas are attended by skilled health personnel, compared with 99% for women living in urban areas.261 In Laos, for 

example, most healthcare workers are heavily concentrated in cities, although more than 70% of its population lives 

in rural areas and may not have consistent access to transportation.262 Approximately 99% of all maternal deaths 

occur in developing countries, while only 1% occur in developed countries, and each day approximately 800 women 

90 from preventable causes related to childbirth including unsafe abortion, severe bleeding, infections, and high 

blood-pressure during pregnancy (pre-eclampsia and eclampsia).263  

UNFPA has seen success in expanding access to sexual and reproductive health care services, through past plans.264 

Through the UNFPA Strategic Plan, 2018-2021, UNFPA assisted various countries in operationalizing national 

health facility referral networks, ensuring emergency obstetric and newborn care within two hours of travel time.35 
265Through 2014-2017, the period of the previous Strategic Plan, UNFPA saw 75 countries develop midwifery 

workforce policies based on international standards.266  

The proposed UNFPA Strategic Plan, 2022-2025, emphasizes the recognition of structural inequalities, gaps, and 

intersectional vulnerabilities that prevent groups like those previously mentioned from accessing care, and aims to 

“reach those furthest behind first.”267 In addition, UNFPA will work to provide technical development and 

assistance on a country-specific basis, to make technology and virtual health care services accessible, safe, and easy 

to navigate.268 

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Global Midwifery 

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, healthcare around the world has been disrupted in unprecedented 

ways; in workforce, capacity, and resources, among others.269 The continuation of extended quarantines and 

lockdowns have also resulted in higher cases of GBV, and with additional disruption among the programs of human 

rights and humanitarian aid groups, cases of female genital mutilation and child marriages have and continue to 

rise.270 Due to such disruptions, the globe has witnessed the worsening of maternal and fetal outcomes: with an 

increase in maternal deaths, stillbirths, ruptured ectopic pregnancies, and maternal depression.271 Because of this, 

there is an urgent need to continue to prioritize midwifery as an essential health service and to create frameworks to 

provide safe, accessible, and equitable maternity care within the response to his pandemic and future health crises.272 

Though the pandemic is ongoing, and data is still being collected, the world has already recorded such 

disruptions.273 For example, it is estimated that service disruptions due to COVID-19 could result in 2.7 million 

unsafe abortions.274 According to a WHO survey, 94% of 135 responding countries reported disruption to health 

services because of COVID-19, which included a disruption of contraceptive care by 44%, antenatal services by 
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39%, and facility-based births by 25%.275 Respondent countries did report modest improvements of disruptions 

between 2020 and 2021.276 

In quick response to the COVID-19 Pandemic, UNFPA created various emergency frameworks to guide midwives 

and healthcare workers around the world to navigate sexual and reproductive health within the context of a 

pandemic.277 In April of 2020, UNFPA published the COVID-19 Technical Brief Package for Maternity Services, 

which outlines detailed general and situation-specific protective measures and recommendations for health workers 

and mothers to follow during antenatal care, intrapartum care, and postnatal care.278 This includes detailed 

instructions in surface disinfecting, guidelines for asymptomatic and symptomatic birth partners during labor, and an 

alternate virtual/in-person contact schedule for appointments and testing if the patient has access to resources, 

among many others.279 Later in June 2020, UNFPA produced the Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Pandemic 

UNFPA Global Response Plan, which focuses on three strategic priorities: (1) continuity of sexual and reproductive 

health services and interventions, including protection of the health workforce, (2) addressing GBV and harmful 

practices, and (3) ensuring the supply of modern contraceptives and reproductive health commodities.280 This plan 

also outlines the financial resource requirements to pursue such priorities at a global, regional, and country-specific 

basis.281 Since the enaction of this plan, UNFPA has aided populations around the globe.282 In Moldova, UNFPA has 

helped launch a real-time online dashboard showing caseloads by location, sex, age, and pregnancy status.283 In 

Ghana, UNFPA is renovating shelters for those who experience gender-based and domestic violence and providing 

dignity kits for vulnerable women and girls.284 UNFPA has also launched a virtual fundraising campaign, Protect 

Pregnant Women, New Mothers, and Newborns, to collect funds to purchase emergency medical kids and supplies 

for midwives.285  

Conclusion  

The global health care services provided by midwives around are essential in providing and expanding sexual and 

reproductive health care around the world and play a large role in population and development, as well as working 

towards the goals of the ICPD Programme of Action and the 2030 SDGs.286 The work of midwives reaches beyond 

perinatal care to women and adolescents in general, providing sexual and reproductive education and assisting those 

who have experienced GBV.287 Research conducted by UNFPA and other organizations has revealed that the 

international community is experiencing an acute shortage of midwives globally, only to worsen and widen the 

current accessibility gap.288 Such a shortage risks heightened preventable maternal and infant mortality rates, an 

increase in GBV, and less access for marginalized communities, only to be exacerbated by the COVID-19 

pandemic.289 To mitigate these issues, UNFPA has created the Strategic Plan 2022-2025, which calls for increased 

investment from the global community and increased collaboration between UN agencies and independent 

organizations to support midwifery training and resources and to expand sexual and reproductive health access.290  
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