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In the early nineties, former president Alberto Fujimori announced a government-sponsored 

family planning program called the National Population Program (PNP). It came into effect 

in 1994 and ceased in 1998. 

 

The program was divided into eight specific chapters
1
 that dealt with reproductive health 

and Family Planning as well as the decentralization of population policy. It targeted the 

reproductive patterns of the indigenous female population in rural areas of the mountainous 

hinterlands, where the total fertility rate was twice that of the regions of Lima and Callao.
2
 

These areas were qualified as high-risk by the INEI
3
 and the UNFPA

4
, because "high fertility 

per se is linked to high rates of illness and death." 

 

The PNP aimed to reduce the natural rate of population growth to under 2% per year by 1995 

through fertility control in the population, which was consistent with the improvement of 

maternal and child health. The program also provided that, by the middle of the decade, the 

fertility rate of the population should not exceed 3.3 children per women. 

 

By 1995, it was considered that the targets set out in the PNP had been met. The annual 

growth rates of the population were still under 2 %, dropping from 1.9 % in 1990 to 1.7 % in 

1995, whereas the population replacement rate in rural areas fell to a critical 0.1 % over the 

decade.
5
 

 

The overall fertility rate for the years 1990-1995 stood at 3.4 %, just 0.1 % above the goal. In 

rural areas fertility rates fell by 70 % during the same period, and contraceptive use in women 

rose from 57.3 % to 64.2 %.
6
 

 

On Peru’s National Holiday, President Fujimori included reproductive rights and population 

control in his address to the Nation. He said it was the State’s duty to implement family 

planning methods at all levels of society, in such a way that Peruvian women could become 

the "masters of their own destiny."
7
 However, although the president promised a campaign to 

expand the range of contraceptive methods and restore fairness in the field of reproductive 

rights, the results were inconsistent. Not only did the government promote more forcefully a 

single method of contraception in the poorest sections of the population, but it was often the 

only method that prevailed, in clear violation of the victims’ rights. 
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In August 1995, the Executive sent a bill
8
 to Congress, which effectively legalised voluntary 

sterilization, overriding the National Population Law
9
, which excludes sterilization form the 

list of authorised family planning methods. In the first days of September 1995, upon 

modifying an article in the National Population Law, sterilization, both in men (vasectomy) 

and women (tubal ligation), was legalised as a form of contraception, and from that point, the 

Ministry of Health launched massive publicity campaigns to promote the Voluntary Surgical 

Contraception (VSC) program. 

 

The Irregularities of the National Population 

Program: Voluntary Surgical Contraception 

(VSC) 
 

Serious irregularities were reported by government health agencies during the PNP’s 

implementation phase. The campaign was marred by human and reproductive rights 

violations, despite the fact that the rights in question were enshrined, both in the Peruvian 

Constitution and international treaties signed by Peru. These include the right to life, the right 

to personal liberty and security, the right to education, the right to non-discrimination, the 

right to non-violence and the right to reproductive health. 

 

The media spoke of “forced sterilization” in reports about the irregularities in the NPP / VSC. 

However, it is more accurate to say that sterilisation was induced on a large scale. Patients 

were blackmailed or otherwise pressured to cave in to the government’s program and 

surrender their fertility. Although the campaign targeted both men and women, it catered 

mostly to women of Indian descent with advertisements promoting sterilization as the 

acceptable form of contraception. The "information" dispensed by health care professionals 

could not be understood by the illiterate or those who spoke little Spanish
10

, nor did the 

program use the term "sterilization". Instead, health workers told women they would simply 

be “bound to avoid having children.” A large percentage of sterilizations were carried out 

without the patients’ informed consent. 

 

Coercion was also used. Some women underwent a tubal ligation after they gave birth. In 

other cases, practitioners turned to the partners for permission to sterilise rather than the 

patients themselves. It was reported that women were led to clinics against their will, under 

police custody, and they were lied to or blackmailed into accepting sterilization (and 

sentenced to prison if they refused). 
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The Latin American and Caribbean Committee for the Defense of Women's Rights 

(CLADEM) notes that a large percentage of patients who underwent sterilization had prior 

health problems (malnutrition, anemia, pelvic inflammations, infections, diseases of the 

reproductive tract, etc.) that should always be considered prior to VSC and adequately 

followed-up, post surgery. Local health authorities failed to apply either procedure, and, in 

some cases, failed to provide any kind of support to patients after surgery. 

 

According to a report by El Colegio Médico del Perú, "... Monitoring and follow-up after 

surgery have been poor or non-existent in some health facilities, especially in rural areas and 

the hinterlands. Medical teams dispatched to remote areas would move from a village to the 

next, leaving no one behind to monitor patients and manage complications. Furthermore, 

some facilities were not able to provide 24-hour emergency services. Irregularities were 

reported in a vast majority of medical procedures, according to a study of two thousand 

medical records. In the Ancash province, 87 percent of the medical records contained no proof 

of the patient’s consent."
11

 

 

There are also indications that targets were set by government and that doctors and medical 

workers were given incentives to fill sterilization quotas. The CLADEM reports that the first 

evidence of targets set by health authorities “was observed at the Huancabamba health center 

in a period that ran until November 1996. Authorities had set the target at 395 VSC operations 

for 1996. By September of that year, 42 % had been carried out, which amounts to 169 

interventions; 143 were tubal ligations and 26 were vasectomies. The report concerns four 

regions that were specifically targeted by the sterilization campaigns: Huancabamba, Zondor, 

Zondorillo and Carmen de la Legua." 

 

As a result of the incentives given to health facilities, there was pressure on health personnel 

to draw in more patients, which led medical workers to coerce women to obtain their consent. 

 

On January 22, the Ministry of Justice issued a resolution stating that the government would 

drop charges against government officials. From the moment the government launched its 

mass sterilization plan (which the Ministry of Health and the IPSS carried out), there have 

been serious irregularities ranging from the lack of a free and informed consent (of both men 

and women), to human rights violations, and even deaths resulting from surgery 

complications. 

 

The Prosecution only pressed charges against the medical staff in the case of the sterilisation 

and subsequent death of Maria Mamérita Mestanza Chavez in 1998. However, the 

government officials behind the family planning program faced no charges. 
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Peruvian philosopher, Salomon Lerner Febres
12

 told the newspaper la República
13

, "by all 

accounts, this was an abusive practice waged against many poor women, including pregnant 

women, featuring typical and recurring acts of gender, socioeconomic and ethnic 

discrimination on the part of our State and government officials. This heinous practice 

brought great moral and material damage onto Peruvians; it is a crime for which no statutory 

limitation can apply, asking only that justice be done. Nevertheless, the authorities have 

responded with indifference, failing to take into account the many complaints. The victims 

who have not received reparations now see how the Justice system begins to mock them and 

how it is telling the so-called humble Peruvians that their rights are not significant and that 

their suffering means little to the powerful. It is bitterly ironic to note that while the Peruvian 

government ponders the value of legality and law when it comes to foreign affairs
14

, should 

express disdain for those same values when it comes to protecting its own citizens. All this 

only indicates that the construction of a democratic nation-state is still a pending task and an 

elusive goal." 

 

According to figures released by the research committee of the Ministry of Health, 

approximately 19,000 tubectomies and over 900 vasectomies were carried out in 1993; in 

1994, 28,000 tubal ligations and 468 vasectomies were performed, and in 1995, 32,000 

ligations were recorded and about 1,400 vasectomies. 

 

In a four-year period between 1996 and 2000, a total of 215,000 tubal ligations and over 

16,000 vasectomies were recorded. The figures increased annually, in accordance with State 

program targets. In total, 314.605 sterilizations were carried out in Peru during the 1990s. 
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