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Asia Safe Abortion Partnership (ASAP) is a 
regional network of individuals and 
organisations working for sexual and 
reproductive health and rights. Founded in 
2008, ASAP aims to promote women’s sexual 
and reproductive rights and health in Asia by 
reducing unsafe abortion and by promoting 
access to comprehensive safe abortion services. 
Its members include doctors, nurses, midwives, 
lawyers, and researchers, among others.  
 
From a founding group of 37, ASAP has grown 
to include active members in more than a 
dozen countries across South and South East 
Asia, the Pacific, and the Middle East. The 
network facilitates information exchange, joint 
learning, strategic thinking and planning, and 
regional and international advocacy among its 
members. ASAP also works to build its 
members’ capacity in the areas of advocacy, 
documentation, research, and service delivery.  
 

The challenge 
 
Every day thousands of Asian women seek help 
from unskilled providers to end unplanned 
pregnancies. Forty per cent of abortions 
performed in Asia are unsafe; in South Central 
Asia, South East Asia and Western Asia the 
figure is as high as sixty-five.1

 According to the 
World Health Organisation, unsafe abortion 
claims the lives of 17,000 women in Asia each 
year.2 Abortion is illegal or severely restricted 
in many countries in Asia, and the stigma 
attached to it makes it all the more 
inaccessible.3 This is the case for both surgical 
abortion and abortion induced with the use of 
drugs, referred to as medical abortion. 
Ironically, Asian countries are among the largest 

 
1
 Guttmacher Institute: Facts on abortion in Asia (2012) 

2
 World Health Organization: Unsafe abortion incidence 

and mortality. Global and regional levels in 2008 and 
trends during 1990–2008 (2008) 
3
 Center for Reproductive Rights, The World’s Abortion 

Laws (2014) 

producers of medical abortion drugs, yet public 
health programmes still do not provide them 
and many health professionals lack knowledge 
about their use. 

 

Getting the message out step by step 
 

Prior to ASAP’s founding, there was no regional 
movement in Asia for abortion rights. Some 
NGOs were working on service delivery in the 
region and some organisations were engaging 
in advocacy on the national level, but there was 
no regionally coordinated advocacy effort. 
“There were no connections, no collaboration, 
no movement across countries,” the group 
explains. “There was no peer to peer contact 
between doctors, providers, advocates, youth 
activists, lawyers. There was no mechanism for 
strategic advocacy—and therefore it was 
difficult to change anything.”  
 
Working with and through its members and 
allies, ASAP is working to change norms, service  
infrastructure, and laws. ASAP includes ‘value 
clarification’ sessions in the workshops it 
organises with national members and partners. 
This has proven to be an important and 

successful strategy for 
norm change. As a 
result of the 
workshops, ASAP 
reports, many health 
care providers who 
were initially not pro-
choice came to 
understand the need to 

provide safe abortion as a service. Providers 
and professionals who participate in ASAP’s 
trainings often make changes in their daily 
work. Among the most notable examples 
involves the president of the Malaysian OB/GYN 
association who, after participating in an ASAP 
workshop, put the need for guidelines for safe 
abortion on the agenda of the governmental 
reproductive rights committee. As ASAP 
describes: “People who go through our 
workshops share their insights in many ways so 
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People who go 
through our 
workshops share their 
insights in many ways 
so that the impact 
trickles down within 
their organisations. 

http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/IB_AWW-Asia.pdf
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/75173/1/WHO_RHR_12.01_eng.pdf
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/75173/1/WHO_RHR_12.01_eng.pdf
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/75173/1/WHO_RHR_12.01_eng.pdf
http://worldabortionlaws.com/map/
http://worldabortionlaws.com/map/
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that the impact trickles down within their 
organisations.”  
 
 ASAP has enjoyed similar success in workshops 
with young people: youth participants have 
come to understand gender and rights in the 
context of safe abortion. ASAP has developed a 
Youth Advocacy Institute to train ‘Youth 
Champions.’ Of the 40 young people trained so 
far, 20 continue to be active ASAP 
volunteers at both the country level 
and within the regional network. 
Social media has proven useful for 
communication with and among 
youth: “We are seeing the 
development of thought leadership 
online more and more. Our Youth 
Champions are blogging. A member in 
Vietnam started a blog and is now speaking in a 
national television talk show on youth and 
sexual and reproductive rights, on gender and 
the need for safe abortion. The norm change 
happens through those that engage and take 
things forward.” ASAP uses social media to 
touch on ideological issues related to women’s 
rights and safe abortion and to give its work 
visibility, especially work being done by its 
members and by Youth Champions. The 
network now has a good following of its blog 
and on Facebook and Twitter.  
 
The network describes the issue of 
abortion in Asia as both under-
addressed and deeply contested. 
For ASAP to achieve its goals, it 
feels the need to be strategic in 
how it enters certain spaces. For 
example, when ASAP members did 
workshops with community health workers in 
Pakistan, they encountered huge resistance. So 
they made the strategic decision to launch the 
discussion focusing on the efficacy of 
misoprostol, the main medicine used for 
inducing abortion, in treating postpartum 
bleeding. From there, they carefully moved to a 
discussion of the relationship between the lack 
of access to safe abortion and maternal 
mortality, and then to the use of misoprostol to 
induce abortion safely.  
 
 Similarly, a Vietnamese member of ASAP 
started a blog to provide information about 
safe abortion under the innocuous title ‘family  
and health.’ ASAP explains: “Every situation has 
different requirements. We need to enable 

people to engage with what we want to 
achieve, and we need to enable those people 
who want to engage to do so safely in the 
context where they are based. We work in 
Afghanistan, in Myanmar…Calling for the right 
to abortion loudly is not always the best way to 
get things done. But we always, in everything 
we do, get our message through. We provide 
comprehensive, ethical information on 

abortion, and get people and 
institutions on our side, step by step.”  
 
While ASAP adapts its approach given 
the different contexts in which it 
works, the network has a clear and 
uncompromising mission. This, the 
group believes, contributes to its 
effectiveness: “Our politics are 

feminist and we work from a women’s human 
rights perspective. We are pro-choice and we 
are clear about that, there’s no compromise. 
When we set up ASAP there were suggestions 
around the naming and framing—women’s 
health, reproductive rights—but we decided to 
be up front. We are about safe abortion, about 
every woman’s right to decide on and access 
abortion. This clarity helped us to be more 
effective. We are not coming from a service 
delivery perspective: we do what we do 
because we believe in women’s human rights, 

and access to abortion is one of 
those rights.”  
 
The most important change that 
ASAP has helped bring about is 
increased access to safe abortion. 
The network has made an impact in 
places where previously no 

information, support, or services were 
available. Key to this change are ASAP-
supported hotlines in Bangladesh, India, 
Indonesia, Pakistan, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, 
and Thailand. The hotlines provide information 
to women on how to safely terminate a 
pregnancy via medical abortion, as opposed to 
surgery. They inform women where they can 
obtain the necessary medication, and where to 
turn in case they need medical support. To 
ensure that the medical support infrastructure 
is there, ASAP works closely with national 
partners to support providers and communities 
in the countries where the hotlines have been 
launched.  
 

We need to 
enable people 
who want to 
engage to do so 
safely in the 
context where 
they are based. 

We do what we do 
because we believe 
in women’s human 
rights, and access to 
abortion is one of 
those rights. 
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The momentum to become a real 
movement 
 

With an increasing number of active members, 
ASAP is now supporting creation of country  
 advocacy networks being led by its Youth 
Champions. The Youth Champions in Nepal, for 
example, have formalised their network and 
hosted a Youth Advocacy Institute as their first 
significant activity. In Sri Lanka, ASAP Youth 
Champions have been active in setting up an 
advocacy network, YANSL. Similar programmes 
are being conducted in India, Indonesia, 
Pakistan, and Vietnam. Working with a regional 
network like ASAP provides credibility to 
member organisations, which translates into a 
greater willingness by stakeholders to listen and 
engage with them. The network has bolstered 
its members’ capacity and confidence: “Now 
that we are connected, we are learning from 
each other. We show each other that change is 
possible—also in countries with conservative 
governments, in Islamic countries, in the 
various difficult circumstances our members 
have to face.” 
 
ASAP has also developed a firm network of 
allies in the region and internationally, including 
the International Consortium for Medical 
Abortion and the regional networks connected 
to it, International Planned Parenthood 
Federation, Catholics for Choice, and the 
Women’s Global Network for Reproductive 
Rights. Women on Web has provided capacity 
building and exchange, especially for ASAP 
members that run hotlines. 
 

 
 
In 2012 ASAP joined in the launch of the 
International Campaign For Women's Right To 
Safe Abortion, which it co-founded. ASAP sees 
the international campaign as an enormous 
accelerator of international movement building. 

The campaign brings together diverse 
stakeholders from around the world, gives the  
movement visibility, and is a platform to 
promote the legitimacy of the right to safe 
abortion in forums addressing women's health 
and rights, including those reviewing the MDGs, 
the International Conference on Population and 
Development Programme of Action, the Beijing 
Platform, the UN Secretary-General's initiative  

for women's and 
children's health, and 
initiatives on safe 
motherhood and family 
planning. According to 
ASAP, the campaign “will 
help us gather the 
momentum to become a 
real movement. The 

youth involvement in ASAP is doing that too. 
Critical mass has been built in each country, and 
connections have been built between the 
movements across countries. We are becoming 
bolder, more visible. More and more people are 
engaging and there is more interaction.” 

 

Overcoming organisational obstacles 
 
As a regional network with its secretariat based 
in India, ASAP is confronted with challenges 
related to receiving and disbursing funding to 
members. ASAP registered as a consultancy 
firm in India in order to be able to receive 
foreign funding. It submits annual audits to the 
government, and has published an annual 
report since 2011. Prior to that it, ASAP 
received funding via a fiscal sponsor.  
 
In its first year, ASAP received a start-up grant 
from the International Consortium for Medical 
Abortion and the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs totalling just over twenty thousand 
euros. Mama Cash began funding ASAP a year 
later, in 2009. By 2013, ASAP’s annual budget 
was close to €150,000 and included funding 
from three new institutional donors. ASAP went 
from two paid staff members in 2009 to four in 
2014. Steering Committee members, who work 
on a voluntary basis, play a key role in ASAP’s 
work and act as country focal points.  
 
The goal, objectives, and broad strategies of 
ASAP were decided at the network's founding 
meeting and later formalised into a two-year 
strategic plan (2010-2012). In 2015 the network 
held a second strategic planning meeting, 

Critical mass has 
been built in each 
country, and 
connections have 
been built between 
the movements 
across countries. 



 

Change Starts With Us 5 

 

developing a new theory of change, and 
reviewing its priorities and the advocacy needs 
of the region. “Building a network is an 
evolutionary process,” says ASAP. “We have the 
capacities, the networks, and the strategies. But 
there is unrealised potential, too—we struggle 
with practicalities like raising funds, like 
registration. . . . The commitment, the 
motivation, the vision, the strategies are there. 
If we had the time and money we could 
enormously build the youth project. We can do 
so much more. But we have to work with the 
resources we have.”  
 

Role of Mama Cash 
 
ASAP received funding from Mama Cash early 
on, in its second year. The network values the 
fact that Mama Cash provides core support and 
is open to grantees using the funds in 
unforeseen ways. This, they say, 
enables them to respond to emerging 
opportunities and needs. For 
example, ASAP managed to stretch its 
funds from Mama Cash, using the 
savings to organise an evaluation and strategy 
meeting for organisations running hotlines in 
the region. While this was not planned at the 
time the  
 grant started, it had become a clear need 
following the launch of  
the hotlines. ASAP was also grateful that Mama 
Cash allowed some grant funds to be diverted 
to much needed relief work to young girls 
affected by the earthquake in Nepal. Similarly, 
ASAP describes Mama Cash’s ‘light touch 
management’ of grants positively, as it allows 
flexibility and creativity and does not impose an 
agenda. 
 
 ASAP appreciates the fact that Mama Cash has 
provided core support over multiple years, but 
it emphasises the need for organisations 
engaged in advocacy work to have even longer 
term commitments, such as three to five years. 
According to the network, this is what is needed 
to plan strategically and to achieve any kind of 
advocacy-related impact. At the same time, 
ASAP is positive that Mama Cash’s monitoring 
and evaluation processes reflect an 
understanding of the fact that advocacy cannot 
always be captured in numbers. How to 
improve such processes remains an open 
question: “We would be interested in 
collaborating to work out evaluation tools,” the 

group says. “We are looking for appropriate 
ways to measure the impact of our work. More 
of Mama Cash’s grantee partners must be 
looking for the same. How do we make what 
we achieved visible? We are piloting, working 
with external evaluations, with various ways of 
documenting. We’d be interested in mutually 
developing appropriate evaluation tools.” 
 
ASAP has benefitted from participation, 
facilitated by Mama Cash, in the Asia Pacific 
Conference on Reproductive and Sexual Health 
Rights in 2011 and a Mama Cash grantee 
meeting held prior to it.  Similarly, ASAP 
participated in the Asia Pacific Feminist Forum 
in Thailand in 2014, including a resource 
mobilisation training Mama Cash organised for 
grantees. “We value these opportunities, 
because of what we learn during meetings and 

trainings, because we can 
share the work for safe 
abortion with others in 
various movements, and 
because of the connection 
with other grantees. Building 

organisational strength is also impact—it’s the 
organisation that makes change happen. Many 
donors do  
not recognise that.” 
 

From 2009 to 2015, the Asia Safe Abortion 
Partnership received a total of €167,400 from 
Mama Cash. 
 
[This story of change is based on documents 
ASAP submitted as part of Mama Cash’s 
monitoring and evaluation during the grant 
period; the organisation’s annual reports; 
progress review conversations conducted over 
skype; and an interview with Suchitra Dalvie, 
ASAP Coordinator, and Shilpa Shroff, ASAP 
Assistant Coordinator. All quotes are theirs. The 
original case study was researched and 
compiled by Esther Vonk.] 
 

Building organisational 
strength is also impact – 
it’s the organisation that 
makes change happen. 
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