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Introduction

The Australian Women’s Health Network welcomes the Senate Inquiry into Involuntary or Coerced
Sterilisation of People with Disabilities in Australia.

AWHN is an advocacy organisation that provides a national voice on women'’s health, based on informed
consultation with members. Through the application of a social view of health, it provides a woman-centred
analysis of all models of health and medical care and research.

Non-therapeutic sterilisation of women and girls with a disability breaches human rights

There is a considerable history of research and critical discussion of this issue and decisive action is now
required.

The sterilisation of women and girls with a disability in the absence of informed consent, except in
circumstances where there is a serious threat to health or life, is a clear breach of their inalienable human
rights. The Australian Women’s Health Network (AWHN) therefore calls on the Federal Government to
fulfill Australia’s obligations under international treaties and instruments by undertaking immediate
legislative reform to protect these rights.

Following the United Nations’ (UN) Universal Periodic Review, the UN General Assembly Human Rights
Council specifically recommended that the Australian Government enact national legislation prohibiting the
use of non-therapeutic sterilisation of children, regardless of whether they have a disability, and of adults
with disabilities without their informed and free consent.24

Similar recommendations were made to the Government when it commissioned an inquiry by the Family
Law Council in 1992, and again in a national research study completed by Women With Disabilities
Australia (WWDA) in 2001.

A number of reasons have been used to justify the sterilisation of women and girls with a disability and the
adoption of a regulatory approach rather than a ban on non-therapeutic sterilisation. According to
Frohmader (for WWDA, 2012),

The main reasons used to justify forced sterilisations in Australia have generally fallen into
four broad categories, all couched as being in the “best interests” of women and girls with
disabilities:

*  The genetic/eugenic argument

*  For the good of the state, community or family (to reduce ‘burden of care’)

* Incapacity for parenthood

*  Prevention of sexual abuse.

What is needed to address such concerns, in an appropriate and effective way that preserves human rights, is
investment in policies and programs that support women and girls with a disability and their parents and
other caregivers to explore existing and viable options that address their issues of concern and support them
to make informed decisions. Programs, for example, that provide education on menstruation, sex and
sexuality, reproduction including contraception and parenting, and how to have open and meaningful
conversations about such issues. Appropriate service provider training in this area and its incorporation into



health degree programs would also be of enormous benefit, particular for those professions that might be
called on when sterilisation options are being explored.

Recommendations
The Australian Women’s Health Network recommends:

I. The Commonwealth Government enacts national legislation prohibiting the use of non-therapeutic
sterilisation of women and girls with a disability.

2. Australian Governments invest in policies and programs that facilitate women and girls with a disability
and their parents and other caregivers to make informed decisions about health and well-being matters,
particularly those related to menstruation, sex and sexuality, reproduction including contraception and
parenting. Such policies and programs would include provision for appropriate service provider training
and its incorporation into health degree programs.
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