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PAI leads effort to bolster primary health care systems 
through PHC initiative
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Primary health care undergirds every health care 
system. It is the day-to-day care provided when you 
are sick or in need of routine check-ups, prenatal 
care, vaccinations and more. When a country’s 
primary health care (PHC) system functions well, 
people can get the care they need, and they have 
reliable access to medicine to stay healthy.

However, at least half the world’s population 
still lacks access to the essential health services 
provided at this basic level of care. In fact, 
comprehensive PHC is often the weakest link in 
a country’s health system. It’s underfunded. It’s 
understaffed. It’s not a priority.

Ensuring that PHC systems understand and are 
equipped to respond to women’s and girls’ health 
needs over the course of their lives is critical. A 
strong system that provides a full range of essential 
services, including family planning and reproductive 
health care, can serve as a pathway to achieving 
a future where women and girls around the world 
have full access to high-quality, comprehensive 
sexual and reproductive health care. 

PAI is leading an effort to bolster PHC systems 
through our Primary Health Care initiative. Since 
2015, we’ve collaborated with partners working 
at the global and country levels to foster an 
enabling environment for high-quality primary 
health care. That means ensuring country leaders 
provide sufficient budget resources and implement 
supportive policies that expand access to essential 
health care—including reproductive health 
services—through strong PHC systems. We also 
convene the Primary Health Care Strategy Group, 
a coalition of civil society health advocates from 
around the world. With them, we’re working toward 

A PATHWAY TO EXPANDING WOMEN’S 
REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH AND RIGHTS

improving global and domestic funding and policy, 
so that countries can build strong PHC systems.

PAI is committed to advocacy on all fronts, large 
and small, to expand women’s access to quality, 
equitable sexual and reproductive health care. Learn 
more on page 3 about how one of our partners in 
Ghana is working toward that goal by advocating 
for better primary health care. 
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When a country’s primary health care 
(PHC) system functions well, people can 
get the care they need, and they have 
reliable access to medicine to stay 
healthy.
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Advancing PAI’s mission through primary 
health care

As health advocates, it’s easy to get stuck in our 
silos—whether we are addressing safe childbirth, 
vaccines or family planning. But to an individual or 
family, all our separate issues are just one issue: to 
them, it’s simply about their overall well-being. 

And their well-being is best served by a primary 
health care system that can meet all of their basic 
health care needs. A system where a woman can 
go to get her children immunized, pick up some 
anti-diarrheal medication for the family and fill 
her prescription for birth control pills at the same 
clinic. If as a movement we don’t understand this 
need, we run the risk of not doing all we can to 
advance our cause with partners at the national 
level. 

That is why I believe that to advance the global 
movement for health, it’s imperative that PAI sit at 
a range of tables, not only those related to sexual 
and reproductive health.

Our work in PHC exemplifies our pragmatism; we 
know we can accelerate PAI’s mission far more 
through collaboration than on our own. We can 
reach more women and girls by also engaging with 
a larger system as we partner with smaller groups 
in countries. Our PHC initiative also epitomizes our 
constant willingness to step into new spaces that 
help us think about the relevance of the issue we’re 
fighting for. 

That approach is who we are. Always agile, always 
ready to see how issues, such as vaccine delivery 
and maternal care, overlap with women’s sexual 
and reproductive health and rights. And always 
focused on how—and where—we can advocate for 
the rights and well-being that all women and girls 
deserve.

Sincerely,

Suzanne Ehlers
President & CEO
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PRIMARY HEALTH CARE
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Basic lack of QUALITY 
health services

DISTANCE to the nearest 
health facility

OVERCROWDING and 
RESTRICTED HOURS at 
facilities that impose long 
waiting times

COST of the health services 
may deter use

LACK OF INFORMATION on 
available services

LACK OF CONFIDENCE in 
facilities and staff

SOCIOCULTURAL 
BARRIERS including 
constraints related to gender 
or age, beliefs and cultural 
preference

BARRIERS TO HEALTH 
ACCESS INCLUDE:

90%
of a community’s 
HEALTH NEEDS can 
be met by a well-
functioning PRIMARY 
HEALTH CARE SYSTEM

400
people are lacking at least 
ONE of SEVEN essential 
services such as FAMILY 
PLANNING or CHILD 
IMMUNIZATION

A T  L E A S T

M I L L I O N

Overcoming barriers to create a 
healthy future for all
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ADVOCATING FOR STRONG PRIMARY HEALTH 
CARE IN GHANA

Although the health system in 
Ghana is often regarded as 
one of the most successful 
in Africa, it is not without 
its challenges. But many of 
those challenges are being 

tackled head-on through the 
dedicated engagement of PAI 

partner, Alliance for Reproductive 
Health Rights (ARHR). 

ARHR works to educate communities, policymakers 
and providers in Ghana about primary health care 
and family planning; foster conversations and 
connections among them; and encourage shared 
responsibilities. These are among the key strategies 
in ARHR’s efforts to establish adequately funded, 
high-quality health care systems that offer a 
complete range of services, including attention to 
women’s sexual and reproductive health. 

“We help to hold the government accountable to 
its promises, and we’re working to build a critical 
mass [for people to] understand their rights,” says 
Vicky Okine, executive director of ARHR. “We also 
have a responsibility to demand those rights and 
amplify through public visibility campaigns.” 

For instance, ARHR recently analyzed the health 
component of Ghana’s 2018 budget and identified 

IMPROVING HEALTH over the course 
of life, FROM BIRTH TO OLD AGE

Strong primary health care systems ensure a focus on
EQUITY, ACCESS and QUALITY of services by:

Serving as an early WARNING 
MECHANISM to detect and STOP 

DISEASE OUTBREAKS

Supporting a more EQUITABLE 
DISTRIBUTION OF HEALTH

Leading to HIGH-QUALITY and COST-
EFFECTIVE CARE for people and 

communities

A HEALTHY and PROSPEROUS 
FUTURE for all depends on STRONG 

PRIMARY HEALTH CARE

challenges likely to impede the government’s 
efforts to achieve universal health care, which 
relies on strong primary health care systems. 
Among the challenges ARHR pointed out is that 
the government excluded the health sector in 
its medium-term budget priorities—even though 
leaders acknowledged under-investments in 
health ultimately harm citizens’ well-being. ARHR’s 
analysis also found that the government’s budget 
failed to provide a clear plan for how to equitably 
distribute health workers across the country to 
provide care.

ARHR shared its findings from the budget analysis 
with members of its PHC advocacy coalition, which 
then agreed to meet with national health officials to 
discuss the findings and decide on a way forward—
particularly, how to influence the 2019 budget for 
the health sector. 

ARHR’s engagement demonstrates how PAI’s 
partners convene other civil society organizations 
to foster dialogue and create solutions that 
advance equitable, quality health care for all.

“ARHR is one of the few NGOs talking about 
universal health coverage in Ghana, especially
combining financing and primary health care,” 
Okine said. “This is an opportune time to work 
closely with civil society colleagues, Ghana Health 
Service and parliamentarians.”

EMPOWERING INDIVIDUALS, 
FAMILIES and COMMUNITIES to be 
active decision-makers about their 

health
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Dr. Joseph Rossi was on his 
obstetrics and gynecology 
rotation in medical school 
when he met a young 
woman. She was perhaps 
22 years old and was about 
to welcome her sixth child 
into the world. 

Her circumstances—young, 
single, so many children—made 

an impression on Joe. “Her life 
went one way, when it could have gone another,” 
he said. Because of this patient, Joe began to 
view women’s reproductive health, particularly the 
availability of information and services, in a new 
light. He considers this experience with the young 
woman as “one of the seminal events” affecting 
his views not only on women’s care, but their 
empowerment.

Today, Joe, a pediatric anesthesiologist, and his 
wife Lisa, a nurse, are doing their part to ensure 
that women and girls the world over have access 
to the reproductive health care services they need 
through their longtime support of PAI. The couple, 
who live and practice in New Mexico, have donated 
annually to PAI for over 20 years. 

In 1997, the Rossis decided to commit to 
supporting several organizations annually. Each 
chose two nonprofits that aligned with their 
interests, which included tackling hunger and 
protecting the environment. “I was looking for 
a smaller organization that was a good steward 

of donors’ money and was concerned about 
health and women’s health,” Joe said, adding that 
he believes he learned of PAI through Charity 
Navigator. 

It has turned out to be a good fit. “Supporting PAI 
allows us to get beyond the borders of America 
where we’ve been very blessed,” he said. “And as 
best we can, to help try to level the playing field” 
for all members of society.

In the years since the couple started giving to PAI, 
they’ve become more aware of disparities in the 
quality and availability of health care in the U.S. 
and worldwide. This awareness—and the memory 
of that young mother so long ago—propelled Joe 
in 2015 to pursue a master’s degree in health care 
ethics. 

“It became important to me to work even more 
towards the improvement of everybody, and that 
includes making sure that all women have access 
to the reproductive health care and information 
they need,” he said. 

You can help advance a woman’s right to quality sexual and reproductive health care 
by recommending a grant to PAI!

 
For more information on how to recommend PAI to your DAF manager 

or to initiate a grant using DAF Direct, please visit www.pai.org/daf.

DO YOU HAVE A DONOR-ADVISED FUND?

SUPPORTING PAI FOR MORE THAN
TWO DECADES

Dr. Joseph Rossi and wife Lisa are passionate about ensuring that women and girls have 
access to reproductive health care services

“It became important to me to work 
even more towards the improvement 
of everybody, and that includes making 
sure that all women have access to the 
reproductive health care and information 
they need.” 


