May 4, 2020

The Honorable Michael Pompeo
Secretary
U.S. Department of State
2201 C St. NW
Washington, DC 20520

Dear Secretary Pompeo,
We write to request the administration take immediate action to address policies which hinder
the ability of U.S. resources to go to partners in communities affected by the COVID-19
pandemic, specifically the global gag rules and its expansions (also known as Protecting Life in
Global Health Assistance or the Mexico City Policy) and restrictions on funding for the United
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA). We ask that the administration exempt emergency global
health funding appropriated by Congress for the COVID-19 response from the dangerous and
inefficient global gag rule and provide a humanitarian exemption to allow UNFPA to compete
for emergency supplemental funding.
Given the interconnected nature of our world, we cannot hope to eliminate this threat anywhere
unless we eliminate it everywhere. As members of Congress who support access to
comprehensive reproductive health care services, we appreciate that technical guidance from key
global health programs continues to maintain family planning and reproductive health services as
essential health care. However, in order for emergency resources to reach those most in need and
for reproductive health care access to continue around the world, the U.S. must take steps to
ensure the most qualified organizations and agencies are eligible to receive assistance. This is
currently impossible due to the restrictions in place from the global gag rule and its expansions.
A recent Guttmacher analysis on the impact of the current pandemic on sexual and reproductive
health demonstrates the urgency of these issues. If there is even a 10 percent decrease in access
to sexual and reproductive care in 132 low- and middle-income countries—covering 1.6 billion
women of reproductive age—there will be an additional 15 million unintended pregnancies;
three million unsafe abortions and 1,000 maternal deaths due to unsafe abortions. Additionally,
1.7 million more women will give birth and 2.6 million newborns will experience major
complications but not receive the care they need, resulting in an additional 28,000 maternal
deaths and 168,000 newborn deaths.
Since January 2017, the administration’s expanded global gag rule has disrupted the delivery of
health care services supported by U.S. global health assistance, and negatively impacted people
who already face systemic barriers to care. A recent report from the Government Accountability

Office (GAO) highlighted that the global gag rule has resulted in the denial of more than 50
global health awards, spanning HIV/AIDS, family planning and reproductive health, maternal
and child health, tuberculosis, and even nutrition programs. Research on previous versions of the
policy and early impacts of the current expanded policy demonstrate that the global gag rule is
weakening the already fragile health systems in many countries, undermining the goal of U.S.
global health assistance. We know from the recent epidemics of Ebola and Zika that global
health crises expose fragile health systems and magnify existing inequalities, compounding the
negative impact of a policy like the global gag rule. We must ensure emergency funds can flow
to the health care providers and community-based organizations that are best qualified and
equipped to respond to this crisis and continue to provide essential, life-saving services even
amid a pandemic.
This critical need also extends to UNFPA. Since April 2017, this administration has made an
annual decision to withhold funding for UNFPA under the Kemp-Kasten amendment, despite
evidence that UNFPA has been a leader in promoting the human rights of women and girls and
promoting voluntary and informed choice.
UNFPA works in more than 150 countries worldwide with the aim of ending the unmet need for
family planning, ending preventable maternal deaths, and ending gender-based violence (GBV)
and harmful practices, such as female genital mutilation, and child, early and forced marriage. As
the primary provider of reproductive and maternal health care in conflict and humanitarian
settings, UNFPA provides life-saving services in areas where the U.S. often cannot operate
programs due to security concerns and limited resources. During the COVID-19 pandemic,
UNFPA is essential to the global response, focusing resources on strengthening health system
capacity, ensuring access to sexual and reproductive health services, promoting risk
communication and community engagement, and procuring and delivering essential supplies,
including personal protective equipment (PPE). For example, in South Sudan, UNFPA is
recruiting midwives to support the anticipated surge in demand for health care, and working with
the Ministry of Health to safeguard maternal health services to prevent deaths and illnesses,
especially among pregnant and breastfeeding women and their newborns. In Yemen, as of early
April, UNFPA has led joint UN efforts between UNICEF and World Food Programme to
provide food, hygiene kits and dignity kits to more than 5,200 people under quarantine. UNFPA
has also delivered ventilators and distributed PPE to health personnel and facilities.
UNFPA is also the primary UN agency leading efforts to prevent and respond to GBV, which
has increased significantly since the beginning of the pandemic. Failing to partner with UNFPA
to address GBV and the health of women and girls during the COVID-19 pandemic undermines
women’s safety and the emergency response and global coordination needed to maintain access
to critical services when it is needed most.
These policies have jeopardized global health assistance and access to health care for
communities around the world for too long. In the face of an unprecedented global pandemic, we
must do everything we can to expand health care access and collaborate with all effective
partners to prevent, respond to, and mitigate COVID-19 while protecting access to essential care.
We therefore request the Department of State, at a minimum, take the following actions to
protect and expand health care access during the COVID-19 pandemic:

•

•

Utilize the State Department authority, in consultation with the Department of Health and
Human Services, to exempt global health funding provided through emergency
legislation from the dangerous and inefficient global gag rule restrictions to ensure that
all organizations are eligible to receive emergency funding and provide essential health
care services to the communities most in need.
Provide a humanitarian exemption to the Kemp-Kasten determination, to allow UNFPA
to be eligible to apply for emergency supplemental funding to support global efforts to
address COVID-19.

Now more than ever, we must prioritize people’s health over politics and remove these
ideological policies that undermine health care access and global coordination. The
administration and Congress must work together to ensure the U.S. can and will support the
partners that will most effectively provide comprehensive, essential health care services,
including reproductive health care, and reach the communities that are most marginalized and at
risk of being left behind during a crisis.
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CC:
The Honorable Nancy Pelosi, Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives
The Honorable Mitch McConnell, Senate Majority Leader
The Honorable Charles Schumer, Senate Minority Leader
The Honorable Kevin McCarthy, House Minority Leader
The Honorable Lindsey Graham, Chairman, Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on State,
Foreign Operations, and Related Programs
The Honorable Patrick Leahy, Ranking Member, Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on State,
Foreign Operations, and Related Programs
The Honorable Hal Rogers, Ranking Member, House Appropriations Subcommittee on State,
Foreign Operations, and Related Agencies

The Honorable Jim Risch, Chairman, Senate Committee on Foreign Relations
The Honorable Robert Menendez, Ranking Member, Senate Committee on Foreign Relations
The Honorable Michael McCaul, Ranking Member, House Committee on Foreign Affairs

