Global Gag Rule: A Flawed Policy That Sacrifices Women’s Lives
On January 23, 2009, during his first week in office, President Barack Obama repealed the global
gag rule,1 a policy that prohibited the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) from
granting family-planning funds to any overseas health center unless it agreed not to use its
own, private, non-U.S. funds for: (1) abortion services, (2) abortion-related advocacy, or (3)
abortion counseling or referrals. The policy effectively blocked funds from organizations that
provide family-planning services, as well as other critical health services, to some of the poorest
women in the world.
History of the Global Gag Rule
The global gag rule, also known as the “Mexico City policy,” was first imposed by the Reagan
administration.2 The policy was introduced in 1984 and carried through the end of the first
Bush administration. Upon taking office in 1993, President Clinton signed an executive order
repealing the policy.3 However, by 1999, after years of fighting to reinstate the global gag rule,
anti-choice lawmakers forced President Clinton to reinstate the policy by linking it to the release
of nearly $1 billion in U.S. back dues to the United Nations.4 This marked the first time the
global gag rule was written into law. President Clinton vowed that the provision would not be
extended beyond the one-year duration of the funding bill.5
In October 2000, the House and Senate passed a final FY’01 foreign-aid bill that repealed the
global gag rule but postponed the release of any FY’01 funds until February 15, 2001 –
effectively leaving the fate of the global gag rule in the hands of the next president.6 On January
22, 2001, the first business day of the new administration, President George W. Bush reimposed
the policy by executive memo. The global gag rule remained in effect for eight years, until
President Obama rescinded it. 7
The Global Gag Rule is Flawed Policy
The global gag rule not only harms women, it is unnecessary, ineffective, and undemocratic.
Since at least 1973, no taxpayer dollars have been spent to provide or “promote” abortion
services overseas. The Helms amendment to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, prohibits
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that receive Federal funds from using those funds "to
pay for the performance of abortions as a method of family planning, or to motivate or coerce
any person to practice abortions.”8 (For more information, see the fact sheet Helms Abortion
Restriction). Consequently, the global gag rule is a solution in search of a problem.

The Global Gag Rule is Ineffective
Anti-choice imposition of the global gag rule did not achieve its supposed goal of decreasing
the number of abortion procedures needed or obtained. What is did do, however, was hold
hostage fund that paid for other health services – specifically, contraception. Anti-choice
members of Congress say that they are in favor of reducing the number of abortions, but
restricting funds to health centers that provide safe and effective family-planning services can
only lead to more, not fewer, abortions.9 In fact, a 2011 Stanford University study found that
following the reinstatement of the global gag rule by the Bush administration in 2001, abortion
rates rose by 2.5 times in countries that were most reliant on U.S. foreign assistance as
compared to countries with lower levels of U.S. involvement in their health programs.10
The Global Gag Rule Harms Women
Many overseas health centers that receive U.S. funds are located in countries where abortion is
legal. When in place, the global gag rule forced providers at these centers to choose either
keeping U.S. funding and withholding information about a procedure that is legal both in the
United States and the home county—or losing this funding and turning away individuals in
need of critical care.11 For obvious reasons, either way, this decision had an immediate impact
on women’s health in these countries.
Women in developing countries want to plan the number and spacing of their children, a goal
that leads to healthier mothers and children.12 However, the global gag rule negatively
impacted low-income countries’ family-planning programs, which results in dangerous
situations for women. Limited access to family planning results in higher rates of unintended
and high-risk pregnancy, unsafe abortion, and maternal deaths. The World Health
Organization estimates that 289,000 women – about 800 every day – die each year from
pregnancy- or childbirth-related causes. Ninety-nine percent of these women live in developing
countries.13
Among adolescents, lack of access to contraception and its consequences is particularly severe.
Complications from pregnancy and childbirth are the leading cause of death for teenage girls in
the developing world.14 An estimated 50,000 adolescent mothers – and more than 1 million
infants – die each year because they are not physically ready for childbearing.15 Yet an average
of only 25 percent of sexually active adolescents in various developing nations use any form of
contraception.16 Voluntary family planning can prevent maternal and child deaths, unintended
pregnancies, unsafe abortion, and the spread of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted
infections.17
The Global Gag Rule is Undemocratic
The global gag rule runs counter to every democratic principle the U.S. claims to support
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overseas—including, first and foremost, that countries should have robust and fair
democracies.18 By blocking health centers from using their own funds to take a pro-choice
position, many experts on women’s health and rights were gagged from participating in their
own country’s democratic process.19 As just one example, when the rule was in place, U.S.funded NGOs in Russia, where abortion is legal, could not meet with government officials
when best practices for abortion providers were being discussed.20
In addition, the biased nature of the global gag rule would not stand up to First Amendment
scrutiny if applied in the United States. It forbids health centers from taking a pro-choice policy
position, but allows them to take an anti-choice position. For this reason, if applied to domestic
health centers, the global gag rule would likely be found flatly unconstitutional as
impermissible viewpoint discrimination. In fact, the American Bar Association opposes the
global gag rule on grounds that it is “inconsistent with free speech guarantees.”21

Recent Congressional and Executive Action
FY’16
 February 2, 2015: President Obama proposes $578 million for USAID family-planning
programs in his FY’16 budget request, a $3 million increase.


June 3, 2015: House Appropriations Subcommittee on State, Foreign Operations passes
the FY'16 spending bill. The bill includes $461 million for USAID family-planning
programs, a cut of more than $100 million from the FY’15 level. The bill also proposes
reinstating the global gag rule.



June 11, 2015: House Appropriations Committee passes the FY'16 spending bill. The bill
includes $461 million for USAID family-planning programs, a cut of more than $100
million from the FY’15 level. The bill also proposes reinstating the global gag rule.



July 7, 2015: Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on State, Foreign Operations passes
the FY’16 spending bill. The bill includes $461 million for USAID family-planning
programs, a cut of more than $100 million from the FY’15 level. The bill also proposes
reinstating the global gag rule.



July 9, 2015: Senate Appropriations Committee passes the FY’16 spending bill. Sen
Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH) offers an amendment that would, in effect, block a future global
gag rule from being imposed and increases funds for USAID family-planning programs
to $578 million. The amendment passes 17-13.



September 30, 2015: House and Senate pass a continuing resolution to fund the
government through December 11, 2015. The bill level funds USAID family-planning
programs at $575 million.



September 30, 2015: President Obama signs the bill into law.22



December 10, 2015: Senate passes another continuing resolution to fund the government
through December 16, 2015.
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December 11, 2015: House passes another continuing resolution to fund the government
through December 16, 2015.



December 11, 2015: President Obama signs the bill into law.23



December 16, 2015: House and Senate pass another continuing resolution to fund the
government through December 22, 2015.



December 16, 2015: President Obama signs the bill into law.24



December 18, 2015: House and Senate pass FY’16 omnibus spending bill. The bill levelfunds USAID family-planning programs at $575 million.



December 18, 2015: President Obama signs the bill into law.25

FY’17


February 9, 2016: President Obama proposes $585 million for USAID family-planning
programs in his FY’17 budget request, a $10 million increase.



June 23, 2016: House Appropriations Subcommittee on State, Foreign Operations passes
the FY'17 spending bill. The bill includes $461 million for USAID family-planning
programs, a cut of more than $100 million from the FY’16 level. The bill also proposes
reinstating the global gag rule.



June 28, 2016: Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on State, Foreign Operations passes
the FY’17 spending bill. The bill includes $461 million for USAID family-planning
programs, a cut of more than $100 million from the FY’16 level. The bill also proposes
reinstating the global gag rule.



June 29, 2016: Senate Appropriations Committee passes the FY’17 spending bill. Sen
Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH) offers an amendment that would, in effect, block a future global
gag rule from being imposed and increases funds for USAID family-planning programs
to $585 million. The amendment passes 17-13.



July 12, 2016: House Appropriations Committee passes the FY'17 spending bill. The bill
includes $461 million for USAID family-planning programs, a cut of more than $100
million from the FY’16 level. The bill also proposes reinstating the global gag rule.



September 28, 2015: House and Senate pass a continuing resolution to fund the
government through December 9, 2015. The bill level-funds USAID family-planning
programs at $575 million.



September 29, 2015: President Obama signs the bill into law.26

January 1, 2017
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