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ABSTRACT Camilo Antillón Najlis identifies the interests and priorities
of different actors in the development industry in Nicaragua
regarding sexuality issues, through the analysis of documents
produced by FED and civil society organizations (FED’s framework
document and 122 project proposals) in the context of two of the
project selection processes one in 2006 and the other in 2007.
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Introduction

The Fund for Gender Equity, Sexual Rights and Reproductive Rights (FED) is a multilat-
eral fund constituted by nine donors (UNFPA, DFID, GTZ and the embassies of Finland,
the Netherlands, Austria, Luxembourg, Norway and Sweden) and administered by
Forum Syd Nicaragua. This fund was created in December 2005 with the objective of
strengthening the Nicaraguan civil society in the promotion of sexual rights, reproduc-
tive rights and gender equity.

One of the FED’s strategies consists in selecting projects to provide them with finan-
cial and technical support. In order to do this, calls for proposals are periodically pub-
lished, inviting civil society organizations to submit project proposals that correspond
to the interests and priorities of the fund. These interests and priorities are defined in
FED’s framework document, which is distributed, along with the submission forms,
through Forum Syd’s website, every time a call for proposals is published.

The project proposals submitted by local organizations are analyzed by Forum Syd,
according to a series of criteria that stems from the principles and concepts stated in
FED’s framework document. This analysis is used by the donors committee to decide
which projects are going to be supported by the fund in that period. During 2006 and
2007, FED had three of these project selection processes.

Results

Approach to sexuality in FED’s documents

One of the most relevant documents in FED’s work is its framework document, which
states the objectives and strategies of this fund, and provides some background and a
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conceptual basis. Besides establishing the basic
principles for the administration of FED, the
framework document has been published in
each call for proposals to provide guidance to
the organizations that wish to present project
proposals.

Drawing from international human rights
instruments (such as the ICPD, the Beijing
declaration and Platform for action, the CEDAW,
and the World Conference on Human Rights),
FED’s framework document presents a definition
of reproductive rights. It also refers to several
sexual and reproductive rights and other
human rights that are related to sexuality and re-
production.

By doing this, the framework document ad-
dresses important issues, such as the freedom to
decide on matters related to sexuality and repro-
duction, sexual and reproductive health, access
to health services, family planning, healthy preg-
nancies, unsafe abortion, STIs and HIV/AIDS,
gender equity, violence and discrimination
against women, sexual violence, sexual educa-
tion, among others.

However, there are other sexuality-related is-
sues that were not included in this document.
Words like pleasure, desire or sex (in the sense of
sexual intercourse) are not mentioned even once
throughout the whole document. Sexual diversity
issues are scarcely referred to, only to include
sexual orientation as one of the possible basis
for discrimination. It is also important to note that
a definition of sexual rights is not provided.

It could be argued that by using very general
and inclusive expressions, such as ‘healthy and
prejudice-free sexuality’, ‘comprehensive sexual
education’or ‘sexuality in all senses’, pleasure and
sexual diversity were also considered. Yet, if it
was considered to be relevant (as I think it is) to
specifically address issues like marriage or the
right not to be fired from a job because of being
pregnant, a few lines about pleasure, desire and
sexual diversity could have also beenwritten.

The framework document also establishes some
links between sexual and reproductive rights and
themillennium development goals (MDGs) related
to poverty reduction, gender equity, maternal
and child mortality reduction and HIV/AIDS.

Although there is not a detailed description of
what these links consist in, the emphasis is put
on reproductive health and rights, rather than on
sexual health and rights:

[The] recognition [of sexual and reproductive rights]
makes it possible to achieve higher levels of reproduc-
tive health that improve the quality of life of families.
[y] If all people and couples could exercise their
reproductive rights, progress towards the achievement
of MDGs would be accelerated (FED, 2006:5; author’s
translation and italics).

Approach to sexuality in proposals
submitted to FED

In the project documents submitted to FED,
local organizations proposed to address several
sexuality-related issues, the most frequent being:
sexual rights and reproductive rights education
and campaigns, sexual and reproductive health
promotion, HIV/AIDS prevention, family planning,
prevention of unwanted and early pregnancies,
the right to safe abortion and sexual violence
prevention.

The emphasis of these projects was on the pre-
vention and control of sexual and reproductive
health problems and sexual and reproductive
rights violations. This can be illustrated by the
objectives and expected results of some of the
project proposals:

Promote lower risk sexual behaviours that prevent
STIs and HIV/AIDS. [y] Reduce the unwanted
pregnancy rate, and the incidence of STIs and HIV/
AIDS (Proposal submitted to FED in 2007; author’s
translation).

By the end of the project, 60 percent of women from
the target groupwill be capable of identifying at least
three family planning methods [y] [and] 40% of
women of childbearing age will have adopted a
family planning method (Proposal submitted to FED
in 2007; author’s translation)

In the same way as FED’s framework document,
most of the project proposals did not include any
reference to subjects like pleasure, desire or sexual
diversity, aside from very few exceptions. Only six
proposals out of 122 made mention of some topic
related to pleasure. However, although in these
six proposals there was some level of recognition
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of the importance of going beyond a negative
approach to sexuality that only considers the
problems and dangers, they failed to incorporate
in their strategies the positive aspects such as
pleasure.

Sexual diversity was also taken into account
by very few organizations in the formulation of
their proposals. There were eight proposals that
addressed this subject, always relating it to
reduction of discrimination and/or HIV/AIDS
prevention. It is also important to note that,
while all eight of these projects intended to work
with gay men, only two included lesbian women
in their target groups.

Risk and problems rather than
positive sex

From the analysis of FED’s framework document
and the proposals presented by local organiza-
tions, we can identify a tendency to stress the
problems and risks when addressing sexuality-
related issues, and downplay the positive aspects
that constitute some of the most important moti-
vations for people to engage in sexual activities.

We can also see that sexual diversity has not
received much attention either, and when it has,
the subject has also been approached from an
exclusively negative perspective, relating it only
to problems such as HIV/AIDS and discrimination.
This might partially explain why lesbian women
have been specially excluded from these project
proposals: since they are not considered a ‘high
risk group’ regarding HIV/AIDS, they are less
visible to a perspective that can only see problems.

According to the viewpoints presented in the
documents, people have sex only to have children.
Why people continue to have sex then, given all
the dangers associated with sexuality and since it
appears from the documents desire and pleasure
donot exist, sexual diversity becomes just a source
of discrimination or greater vulnerablity to HIV,
rather than an integral and enriching part of
human sexuality.

Such a picture is obviously very far from the
way people live their sexuality. People experience
desire and go in search of pleasure, and they do
so in widely diverse ways (not only in terms of

the sex of their partners, but also of the activities
they prefer and the contexts in which they like
to perform them). As long as the development
industry in Nicaragua does not take all these
elements into consideration, its efforts to improve
people’s quality of life regarding their sexuality
will continue to have limited effects and it risks to
reinforce negative stereotypes.

This negative approach to sexuality has
prevailed in FED’s selection processes, due to the
ideology of ‘sex negativity’ (Rubin, 1994): the
perception of sexuality as a dangerous, destruc-
tive force that must be controlled, rather than
as a life-enhancing part of human experience.
Besides, in the development industry sexuality
and pleasure are often seen as a secondary
subject, compared with what are considered to be
more important issues, such as material poverty,
violence or diseases (Jolly, 2006). FED’s selection
processes have been no exception, judging by the
fact that neither in the framework document nor
in the project proposals were established any links
between sexual rights and development, as it was
done with reproductive rights and development.
Moreover, pleasure was very seldom legitimized
as an end in itself or recognized as part of sexual
rights.

It has also been pointed out that the rights-
based approach, despite the important progresses
it has meant, still has significant limitations to
address sexuality from a positive perspective
(Jolly, 2007). Having drawn all of its conceptual
foundations from the rights-based approach,
FED might be now suffering from the same short-
comings.

Conclusion

It is important to consider the influence that a
multilateral fund like FED has in the work of local
organizations, through the selection processes
and the technical and financial support that it
provides. Given this influence, it is essential
to rethink the theoretical groundings that are
guiding FED and its partner organizations in
the promotion of sexual rights and reproductive
rights.
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Besides revising its current instruments
(including the framework document), it would
be necessary that FED dedicated efforts to the
capacity building of local organizations, so

that they can address sexuality in a comprehen-
sive way that can incorporate the positive
aspects, while still tackling the problems and
risks.
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