
President’s Column 
 
In October some of us were to have had an opportunity to meet and talk with one of the 
two women who started the “34 Million Friends of the United Nations Population Fund, 
Jane Roberts.  We had arranged to meet for lunch in Tampa on October 24.  
Unfortunately Hurricane Wilma cost us the opportunity to meet with her as she decided 
not to come to Tampa after all.  She is a member of AAUW and when the administration 
first refused to fund the US commitment to the United Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA), she and another woman thought that if they could get 34 million Americans to 
donate just one dollar to the UNFPA, we could make up for the 34 million that was being 
withheld.  She wrote a letter to the editor in 6 newspapers.  Only one was printed but the 
34 Million Friends took off from there. 
 
The United Nations Population Fund is the world’s largest multilateral source of funding 
for population and reproductive health, working in over 140 countries.  This fund gives 
women in the poorest countries access to life-saving programs that enable them to 
undergo pregnancy and childbirth safely, plan their families, avoid sexually transmitted 
infections, including HIV/AIDS, and treat obstetric fistula.  
 
Here is some of the information that Jane was planning to share with us if we had been 
able to meet for lunch: 
 
“What does UNFPA do?  It tries to make sure women survive childbirth. Between 
500,000 and 600,000 women die in childbirth every year.  One of its “safe birth” 
activities is to distribute in remote villages a safe birth kit which consists of a sterile 
plastic sheet, a bar of soap, a razor blade to cut the umbilical cord, and string to tie it off. 
Compare that to our doctors in the delivery room. 
  
“UNFPA offers voluntary family planning, (NO ABORTIONS) to the world’s poorest 
most vulnerable women. Listen to this, FORTY women per minute seek an unsafe, 
usually illegal abortion, in poor countries because they do NOT have access to family 
planning. This is a crime against humanity. The Cairo Consensus (1994 International 
Conference on  Population and Development) promised universal access to family 
planning over a 20 year period.  The world has NOT lived up to commitments.  
  
“I would like to write myriad details, but I won’t. I want to say that UNFPA is part of 
UN-AIDS, is trying to find alternatives to female genital mutilation which is SO common 
but which is SO harmful to girls and women.  It works against early marriage, girls 13, 14      
15, which cuts off all chances for choices in later life. UNFPA has a film “Too Brief a 
Child, Voices of Married Adolescents” It is heartrending. Have you heard of obstetric 
fistula?  This is a tear in the birth canal between it and the bladder and/or rectum caused 
by long unassisted labor. Incontinence results, dripping urine and maybe feces constantly. 
Go to www.unfpa.org and read about their fistula initiative. UNFPA also puts out a state 
of world population report called SWOP. The SWOP for 2005 just came out. (See web 
site)  Thoraya Obaid, executive director of UNFPA says we can not make poverty history 
until we make gender discrimination history.  I have a little writing booklet from a 



UNFPA sponsored elementary school in Senegal which has this message on the front:  
“Little girls deserve as much, food, education, and health care as little boys.”  That is 
what UNFPA is all about, improving the lives of women and girls everywhere.  (Forgot 
to mention their work in areas of conflict to prevent rape and also their work in disaster 
areas, for instance the tsunami and earthquake areas where the health infrastructures are 
decimated.”  
 
By now, the administration has withheld four years of the US funds that were to go to the 
UNFPA, so much more than 34 million needs to be raised.  You can go to the 34 Million 
Friends website and donate your dollar, or more.  
 
As Margaret Mead said, “Never doubt that a small group of committed citizens can 
change the world.  In fact, it is the only thing that ever has.”  
 
Carol Newnam  


