
•
Backward
thinking
The US once led the way in reproductive 
rights. But the Bush regime’s sexually 
conservative policies, combined with funding
cuts, have meant tough times for women 
both at home and abroad 

Worldwide sexual and reproductive health from contraceptive supplies to maternal deaths
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Two days after his installation in the White House, in January
2001, President Bush resurrected an obscure piece of legislation from
the Reagan era, setting out conditions on US foreign aid.
Four years on, that event now seems prophetic.The legislation Bush

revived – the Mexico City policy, popularly known as the global gag
rule – prohibits international organisations funded by the US 
Agency for International Development from using their own 
money to provide abortion or abortion counselling, or to lobby their
governments to legalise abortion.The gag order, which emerged from 
a population conference in Mexico City in 1984, was scrapped nine
years later by President Clinton.
Its renewal, in the first hours of Bush’s presidency, was an undeniable

signal to the Christian conservatives who helped propel him to power,
that his administration, under the stewardship of a man who has been
very public about his religious beliefs, was determined to see through
a radical, right-wing social agenda. It also put the international
community and health professionals on notice; the era when the US
government was a key support to international population programmes
was decisively over.

Washington began providing assistance to population programmes in
developing countries in 1965, and American organisations are generally
recognised as leaders in the family planning field.The decades of effort
yielded results. Such beneficiaries of US aid as Mexico, Indonesia and
Columbia have seen a steady drop in the average family size.
In Thailand, the average couple now has only two children; the

country no longer receives assistance.The foreign aid allotment for
family planning has shrunk over the years – Bush cut funding in 2003
to $425m – but Washington remains a major player in the field.The
US president’s decision to re-activate the global gag rule produced a
distinct chill, fuelling fears among health professionals that the White
House intended a comprehensive break with the past.
Many of those fears have since been realised. Four years after President

Bush reinstated the rule, health experts describe an onslaught of policy
initiatives – at home and abroad – that penalise organisations that coun-
tenance the very idea of abortion.As an American delegation to a 2002
population conference in Bangkok put it:‘The United States supports
innocent life from conception to natural death.’
Meanwhile, the conservative campaign broadened in scope, with

Above: Choosing smaller families in Tenejepa, Mexico. Below: The March for
Women’s Lives, Washington DC, April 2004, in support of abortion rights
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Global warnings
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