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			This blog is part of a series of Covid conversations with members and partners to understand the impact of the pandemic on safe abortion access for their communities.

Our guest today is Shelani Palihawadna from the Youth Advocacy Network Sri Lanka (YANSL) in conversation with Ayesha Bashir, Communication and Networking Officer, ASAP.

Shelani works as a project coordinator and also as a junior trainer with YANSL. She works specifically with young people living with hearing disabilities. YANSL works closely with ASAP and is involved in lobbying for gender equality and making sure that young people have access to sexual reproductive health and rights. YANSL also works with the government and other civil society organizations nationally and globally.

Ayesha- What are the kind of challenges that an advocacy group like YANSL has faced in terms of talking about SRH and safe abortion services in Sri Lanka? What was the scenario regarding accessing abortion before the pandemic and what is it like now?

Shelani- So, Sri Lanka in general is, I think very similar to the situation in India. It’s like a very conservative and traditional culture with a mix of a lot of things. So, in terms of making sure that people are open-minded about sexual and reproductive health rights and the accurate knowledge is going in and busting a lot of myths, we have a lot of challenges to getting the correct knowledge to the target audience. And, to make sure that the key populations and the marginalized and vulnerable communities also get the same access.

Sri Lanka is one of the countries with the most restrictive abortion laws in the region, where we have only one exception for abortion– where the life of the mother is at risk. That is the only exception that the law provides for but despite the legal restrictions women have been accessing abortion for a long time. Up until very recently Marie Stopes clinics and other institutions were in operation who provided safe abortion services for these women. Apart from that, while it’s difficult to access medical abortion pills and services they are still available.

Ayesha- To make it more clear, if say an unmarried woman needs an abortion and she cannot obviously talk to the family about it or even a transman for instance needs an abortion what are the options they would have, since you say it’s restrictive?

Shelani- So if that person has a bit of connection or awareness of people or agencies, which institutions that they can access and reach out to, they can access it moderately easily. But it’s a different case when it comes to a person coming from a marginalized community especially like you said if it’s a transman accessing an abortion it would be really difficult. To add to that there are a lot of back-alley unsafe clinics where unsafe abortions are done. So, for most of the people who are coming from these marginalized communities or people who don’t have the necessary knowledge or awareness but are very desperate to get an abortion–the first and the most obvious choice for them would be these unsafe clinics. According to data, Sri Lanka has a rate of 750-1000 unsafe abortions happening a day. This is 2002 data so obviously since then the rates must have increased but we don’t have solid data.

We do have legal post abortion care access and the state hospitals and even the private hospitals are supposed to provide for post abortion care without any questions being asked. However there is a little bit of stigma, especially in areas other than Colombo but it is legal and people do access them.

The problem however is that the knowledge about these services is still not disseminated sufficiently enough for women to access.

Ayesha-So you were saying that safe abortion access was already pretty restricted even before the pandemic hit. But for instance if a woman could get out of the house earlier saying that I’m going somewhere and go get a pill or get an abortion done, now even that opportunity is closed, so what are the kind of challenges that have really amplified because of this crisis, because of the lockdown?

Shelani- The people had at most about two or three days, some people staying in Colombo had less than a day’s notice for a two-month long lockdown. So, people obviously didn’t have any sort of time to prepare for a lockdown, so now these consequences that come up are as a result of the lockdown are more amplified in the current situation. Like you said, access to contraceptive services are severely restricted. For example, when you have one hour’s notice for a month-long lockdown and at the time people didn’t know how long it was going to take the rational thing is you don’t have everything planned. You wouldn’t have condoms in store for years to come so that’s a huge problem there. There are delivery services and such in urban areas for condoms and pills however, the brands that are supplied are really expensive and not everyone can afford them. Specifically, when it comes to young people, they can’t really afford to buy expensive brands of condoms and other contraceptives.

Ayesha- Has there been any sort of government support as well in this regard considering that there might be unintended pregnancies, stock might run out of contraceptives? Have all of these issues been also thought about?

Shelani- The government, the Ministry of Health in particular have released a couple of guidelines and not necessarily focused on SRH services but specifically focused on maternal and child healthcare. However the same clinics are also the clinics that provide SRH services, so the contraceptives are provided free of charge there and that way people can access. But again knowledge among the population that these clinics are open and they can go and access contraceptives is not out there. To add to that the lockdown is enforced in such a way that people cannot step out of their own houses unless it’s a very dire reason. Getting access to contraceptives is obviously down in the list of priorities if you go and present yourself to a police officer and ask for a curfew pass!

So there’s a mismatch of requirements and there’s a mismatch of delivery. To add to that there are other questions specifically among young people, now people are being asked to exercise social distancing and frequently asked questions are whether the guidelines say that you can’t hug as you used to, you can’t kiss and have other physical relationships. A perfect example of how the pandemic has made things difficult for specifically young people from all aspects is that four weeks into the curfew I got a call from a person who required abortion pills but at the time she didn’t know whether she was pregnant.

She cannot access a pregnancy test because she was at home with her parents and she cannot tell her parents that she wants a pregnancy test for obvious reasons– her privacy and parents are not being open-minded enough for her to get it. Also, she’s an unmarried girl who’s still at college. So she was depressed, stressed and didn’t know what to do and I could see that it has affected her mentally a great deal. Somehow we managed to get access to a couple of pregnancy tests to solve the problem pleasantly. But this was one example where she actually knew who to contact but how many young people out there who don’t know what to do?

The situation is a little bit better because the curfew has been lifted conditionally but accessing abortion medication in particular is still difficult, even from online platforms like Women on Web, you can’t do it because even the postal services are being restricted.

And we don’t actually have any data as to how even the back-alley clinics are functioning.

Ayesha- We are also at a situation where the woman is like you just said– she is in a house with a lot of toxicity and she cannot really talk about it to anyone and she wants to get an abortion. But she cannot even get something delivered at the house because somebody will check so we are also at a position that there is no way out, right? How do you help a person who cannot go out, who cannot get the medicines delivered? So it’s just like a Pandora’s box that has opened in this pandemic and has really shown what our deepest issues as a society are. On the other hand it has also opened up some opportunities, like for instance many more women are able to access medical abortion pills due to lack of any other option. Even if they are over-the-counter they are still much safer than other unsafe methods that are out there.

So, what do you see in Sri Lanka as a learning from this pandemic? How do we need to realign the way that we have been living looking at access?

Shelani- I think after we come out of this crisis, the pandemic, our efforts will be in making sure that we make the relevant policymakers convinced that the knowledge about these issues and the requirement of accessing safe abortion is important because it’s happening anyway whether you like it or not, whether it’s illegal or not. So, we are currently working with the necessary other civil society organizations and with the government to make sure that information about accessing safe abortion medical abortion, even medical abortion pills is out there and apart from that, other thing is that making sure that young people and everyone in general have knowledge. As long as they have knowledge, they know at least what to do, what the next step is, what a potential next step could be. So making sure that we fill those gaps is I think a priority once we step out of this.

Ayesha-I totally agree with that! You mentioned that YANSL is working on a documentary series on the story of the history of the abortion rights movement in Sri Lanka. Can you just share a bit about that?

Shelani- Youth advocacy Network Sri Lanka in partnership with ASAP has been working on a series of six videos. One is a historical perspective of abortion in Sri Lanka and use of contraceptives–from the 1960’s, 1970’s where the use of contraceptives began and Sri Lanka being a test ground for the use of contraceptives. Then the perspective in the late 70s- 80s is narrated by a researcher, whose research is on the use of contraceptives in Sri Lanka. In another video we talk about the means and methods which used to be available and the loss with regard to that and the process of amendment of laws. The attempts made by women’s rights movements and other civil society organizations over the past few decades are also being recorded. It’s a very interesting narrative and a person who has been there from the first initial stages is describing the process of amendments, which amendments went through and why it wasn’t included in the law as of now. Also, we have the perspective from medical professionals and also from a religious perspective, from a more progressive religious group who give their perspective into accessing sex, abortion and all.

Ayesha- So have you released all of the videos yet?

Shelani- Out of the six I think about four have been released on YouTube. People can access it through the YANSL YouTube channel. They are very brief videos about five minutes each where the resource person talks about their own perspective of talking about safe abortion, which is very interesting because once you finish listening and watching to all the videos then you have a very holistic idea of how safe abortion works in Sri Lanka. How the concept even works laws, society, officials everything.



Ayesha-I think that’s so important! I feel that most other countries should also document it that way and in a more conversational manner that you people are doing and really listening to the stories and the struggles right from the beginning.

So, coming to the last point of the conversation, how have you been dealing with the lockdown?

Shelani- Personally for me I think I’m honestly one of the lucky ones because I don’t have huge problems. Not that I don’t have, but I don’t have to struggle for a lot of things that others have had to. But there is the feeling of guilt when you say you make something and eat and you feel there are other people who can’t even have this. I think the situation is getting a little bit better now but in personal terms I think I’ve used this time for self-care because I think this is the perfect time to eat healthy, workout and pay attention to my health.

When people are faced with a deadlock situation when you are asked to help out and you are also helpless that’s a pretty frustrating feeling that you get. So that’s also there and that kind of opened my eyes to a different perspective to life, something that I hadn’t thought about or experienced before.

Ayesha- Definitely I think it has opened a lot of our eyes and our way of looking at things is now changing and altering. We are checking our own privilege, where we stand in the hierarchy and how fortunate we are. Yeah, it’s a fight that we’re fighting ,thank you so much again for joining us and taking out the time and hope you have a good day.
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			The authors have been involved in the safe abortion rights as well as sex determination issues in India as individuals and through their role and associations with various organizations, movements, campaigns, studies, publications and advocacy efforts, for over two decades. It has been their observation that many civil society groups and individuals working on these issues, as well as those involved in the on- the- ground implementation of related laws and policies and programmes, are often uninformed, mis- informed or confused since the nuanced inter-relation of the issues is usually not discussed or clarified, thus creating a false sense that the values around these two issues are in conflict, whereas if one goes deep enough into the ideology and perspectives that frame both the movements, it is a different story.

In this article the authors propose to provide a snapshot of the current landscape around both issues in order to unpack the historical perspectives as well as the trajectory of the politics and the influences that have shaped them. This weaves in an academic perspective as well as a view from the trenches.

Despite the MTP Act which was hailed as a progressive legal provision in 1971 and which does offer a wide range of conditions for providing an abortion, the ground reality related to awareness about the law and safe abortion access at healthcare facilities across the country is far from satisfactory even five decades later. The notion of an abortion still remains shrouded in stigma originating from patriarchal notions about women’s bodies, their reproductive lives and their gendered roles in society as child bearers and mothers within a cis-heteronormative, patriarchal (often endogamous, family-arranged) marriage. The conversation and rhetoric around sex ratio became more visible and mainstreamed in the 1990s. Unfortunately this resulted in making the sex ratio a priority as a number to be ‘fixed’ and deflected attention from the core issue of gender-based discrimination which is the reason why daughters are unwanted and sons are desired in India. It ignored the centuries of oppression and inequality that has led to girls being seen as a social and economic liability to their natal families. It also encouraged quick fixes which did little to acknowledge or change the skewed power dynamics and injustices done to girls and women within the patriarchal socio-cultural context.

Thus, the scramble to equalise the sex-ratio has not been accompanied by any significant measures to enhance gender equality and women’s economic and political empowerment. As a result, women are still shamed and made to feel guilty after giving birth to a girl child, and often subjected to violence and/or abandonment. Neglect and discrimination of girl children continues as well resulting in a higher death rate for the girl children below six years of age, even as the policy and programme efforts are on to ensure that more of them are being born. In order to understand the conflation between abortion access and sex determination at the level of policy and practice, it is important to understand the trajectories of both these issues that profoundly impact women’s well-being and rights. Based on our personal involvement in the advocacy and campaigning work around safe abortion access as well as preventing discrimination based on sex-determination we attempt to juxtapose them in the context of emerging sociocultural-political changes in the country. We then discuss the possibility of disentangling them from each other in future campaigns, interventions and policy amendments.


		

	


	
		
			
The article is published as a journal by Family Planning Association of India (FPAI) and can be accessed here.

For any further comments or feedbacks on the article or on the issue of ‘sex determination and safe abortion’, you can write to us at coordinator@asap-asia.org




		

	












	
		
			READ MORE		
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			No one questioned when she picked up the car

But he was not given the choice to pick a Barbie with a star

She was questioned when she went out in the dark of the night

But there was silence when he threw acid in the broad daylight

When she cried, it was that time of the month

But his cry was said to be her brunt

They said her uterus was a part of her body

But it was weighed on the beam balance that’s become foggy

She blames him, He blames her

They never account each other

His choice is duty, her choice is rebel

They have become bound to the systems wicked spell

They assumed the foetus wants to live

They assumed it’s black and white and not various shades of grey

They assumed Ravan is the villain

They assumed women would support women

But after all these presumptions do you realize

That this poem is also based on assumptions

It’s not always her and him, there is also they.

She may have a she as her bae

It’s not always her uterus, it’s theirs too

Heroes and villains are deviated from the anti parallel virtue.

My happily ever after would be my found family

Theirs would be being happy financially

When will we understand the difference between reasoning and justification

You can ask why, but don’t expect me to justify

When we want to see each other come out of the shell

That’s when we’ll break the spell
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