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BY WILLIAM BOOTH

In a ceremony that sought to 
redress old wrongs — and show-
case new sensitivities by a former 
colonial power — the prime minis-
ter of Denmark and her Greenlan-
dic counterpart on Wednesday 
formally apologized for their gov-
ernments’ roles in the medical 
mistreatment of Greenlandic Inu-
it girls and women who were giv-
en invasive contraception without 
their consent by the Danish health 
authorities, in cases dating from 
the 1960s until the early 1990s.

The public apology by Danish 
Prime Minister Mette Frederiks-
en, from a stage at the main cul-
tural center in the Greenlandic 
capital, Nuuk, comes at a time 
when Denmark is pouring atten-
tion and funds on Greenland, a 
semiautonomous territory that 
remains part of the Danish realm, 
aiming to repair colonial wounds 
amid covetous attention from 
President Donald Trump.

Trump has repeatedly stressed 
that “one way or the other,” the 
United States intends to “get” 
Greenland, calling the world’s 
largest island crucial for U.S. na-
tional security, both for its loca-
tion as North America’s front door 
in the Arctic and for its vast miner-
al wealth, especially the rare earth 
metals needed to power technolo-
gies of the 21st century.

“Dear women, families and 
Greenlanders. Today there is only 
one right thing to say to you. 
Excuse me. On behalf of Denmark, 
I apologize,” Frederiksen said, vis-
ibly moved as she stood before the 
hushed audience.

The Danish prime minister re-
called a story from one of the 
women, who said the insertion of 

the IUD, when she was a teenager, 
felt like having knives inside her.

“Where were the health author-
ities, where was the state, where 
were those who were supposed to 
take care of you?” Frederiksen 
asked. “The reality is that the sys-
tem that was supposed to take 
care of you harmed you.”

Greenland’s prime minister, 
Jens-Frederik Nielsen, also apolo-
gized for the role of former gov-
ernments in allowing the forced 
contraception of Indigenous 
women and girls. The Greenland-
ic population — just 57,000 people 
— is mostly Inuit.

Imagine how the women felt, 
Nielsen said: “Despair, grief, pow-
erlessness, anger, pain, skepti-
cism, helplessness, discourage-
ment, hopelessness, crying, con-
fusion, depression, purposeless-
ness.”

He called the events “one of the 
darkest chapters in Greenland’s 
history.”

In a damning report released 
this month, the Danish govern-
ment revealed that its doctors put 
intrauterine devices into Green-
landic girls as young as 12 without 
their consent or knowledge.

In remarks to reporters 
Wednesday, Greenland’s prime 
minister said he thought it was 
right for the Danish government 
to establish a reconciliation fund 
to compensate the victims.

Greenland was colonized by 
Denmark in the 18th century and 
has spent most of its modern his-
tory as a Danish possession, pro-
ducing vast quantities of seafood 
and seal skins. The territory was 
given extensive self-rule in 2009. 
Many Greenlanders say they even-
tually want full independence — 
but slowly. In January polling, 

they also overwhelmingly reject-
ed the idea of Greenland becom-
ing a part of the United States.

Earlier this year Denmark said 
it will spend $2 billion more to 
boost security in the Arctic region, 
in partnership with Greenland, 
and the Faroe Islands, another 
autonomous territory.

From the early 1960s, the gov-
ernment in Copenhagen sought to 
limit the growth of the Greenland-
ic population, which was reliant 
— as it is to this day — on Denmark 
to pay for infrastructure, health, 
housing and education.

The government-sponsored re-

port described 410 cases in detail, 
based on medical records and tes-
timonies by the women. In more 
than 300 cases, the report states, 
the patients suffered health com-
plications. Danish officials said 
last year that half the fertile wom-
en in Greenland at the time — as 
many as 4,500 women and girls — 
received IUDs in the 1960s and 
1970s. The report was written by 
researchers from the University of 
Greenland and the National Insti-
tute of Public Health at the Uni-
versity of Southern Denmark.

Naja Lyberth is one of one of the 
143 women who have sued for 

compensation in connection with 
the IUD insertion. Lyberth told 
the audience Wednesday that the 
use of the devices meant that 
many of the women could not 
have children.

Aviaja Fontain, whose mother, 
Hedvig Frederiksen, was fitted 
with an IUD at the age of 14 
without her knowledge, said that 
the women who campaigned for 
the apology were glad to see the 
Danish prime minister come to 
Nuuk — but also frustrated that it 
took so long.

“For them it’s a big day. They’re 
finally getting the acknowledg-

ment that they have been seeking 
from the Danish government,” 
Fontain told The Washington 
Post. “My mother says that this 
will heal a bit of the scar. But that 
the scar will always be there.”

All the girls in Hedvig Frederik-
sen’s class were called into a doc-
tor’s office together, according the 
story that Frederiksen, now 65, 
told her daughter.

“They would go into the room 
and then come out crying,” Fon-
tain said of her mother’s memo-
ries of the procedure. “Many of the 
women did not tell their stories 
for years because they felt shame. 
They acted — they felt — like they 
had been violated, like rape, and 
they were ashamed of what hap-
pened.”

Naaja H. Nathanielsen, Green-
land’s minister for justice and 
gender equality, told the Guardian 
that the announcement of a possi-
ble compensation fund should 
have come sooner. “The problem 
with proposing this in the 11th 
hour before the apology is that it 
risks being viewed as calculated 
instead of sincere and remorse-
ful,” she said.

Denmark is far from the first 
nation to acknowledge wrongs 
against Indigenous people.

The Australian government 
made a formal apology to Aborigi-
nal and Torres Strait Islander peo-
ples in 2008 for the forced remov-
al from their families of Indige-
nous children.

The Canadian government has 
issued multiple apologies to its 
Indigenous people, including an 
expression of remorse by its prime 
minister in 2008 for the Indian 
Residential School system, which 
forcibly took children from their 
families for more than a century.

Denmark apologizes for contraception forced on  Indigenous Greenlanders
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Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen speaks Wednesday in Nuuk, the capital of Greenland.

BY LEO SANDS 
AND NAOMI SCHANEN

An escalator that refused to es-
calate. A teleprompter that failed 
to prompt. President Donald 
Trump encountered a pair of mis-
haps as he addressed the 80th 
session of the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly in New York, 
prompting him to chastise his 
host for its apparent failings in his 
address.

“These are the two things I got 
from the United Nations,” Trump 
jibed on Tuesday, including the 
escalator and teleprompter glitch-
es among his list of grievances 
with the U.N. on its biggest stage. 
In a fiery speech, the president 
also upbraided the organization 
for focusing too much on climate 
change and positioned his domes-
tic agenda as a global playbook for 
others to follow.

But according to the U.N., both 
mishaps may have been inadver-
tently caused by members of the 
White House’s own team.

An escalator stops and a 
teleprompter glitches

Trump and the first lady were 
on their way to the General Assem-
bly hall Tuesday morning when 
the escalator they had just board-
ed abruptly stopped. After a mo-
mentary pause, the pair climbed 
the remaining steps by foot.

Minutes later, Trump opened 
his speech on the assembly floor to 
find something else had gone 
wrong. “The teleprompter is not 
working,” he said. “I can only say 
that whoever is operating this tele-
prompter is in big trouble,” he 
joked, triggering laughs from the 
delegates.

“If the first lady wasn’t in great 
shape she would have fallen,” he 
later said, referring again to the 

escalator. “But she’s in great shape, 
we’re both in good shape,” he said, 
laughing, assuring delegates that 
the teleprompter was again work-
ing.

The White House suggests 
sabotage

Though Trump tried to make 
light of the incidents, White 
House press secretary Karoline 
Leavitt was more serious, repeat-
edly suggesting the possibility of 
foul play.

“If someone at the UN inten-
tionally stopped the escalator as 
the President and First Lady were 
stepping on, they need to be fired 
and investigated immediately,” 
Leavitt said in a social media post 
that afternoon, pointing to a re-
port over the weekend in Britain’s 
Times newspaper that U.N. staff 
members had joked about turning 
off the escalators due to a lack of 
funding. (The body is in the midst 
of a funding crisis, largely because 
the United States has refused to 
contribute to its regular budget 
since Trump took office.)

In response to a question on Fox 
News that evening, Leavitt went 
further. The Secret Service was 
investigating both the malfunc-
tioning escalator and broken tele-
prompter, she said, suggesting 
they could have been acts of sabo-
tage.

She also referenced a social me-
dia post from Katie Pavlich, editor 
of the conservative news site 
Townhall.com, that said the hall’s 
loudspeakers amplified Trump’s 
address less than for earlier speak-
ers. The Washington Post could 
not immediately verify the claim.

“We have people, including the 
United States Secret Service, who 
are looking into this to try to get to 
the bottom of it,” Leavitt said. “If 
we find that these were U.N. staff-

ers who were purposefully trying 
to trip up, literally trip up the 
president and the first lady of the 
United States, well, there better be 
accountability.”

The U.N. distances itself 
In an unusual step, Stéphane 

Dujarric, spokesman for the U.N. 
secretary general, issued a note to 
journalists explaining the reasons 
behind the escalator’s malfunc-
tion. He suggested there was a 
simpler explanation than foul 
play: A videographer from 
Trump’s team probably triggered 
the machine’s emergency-stop 
mechanism by mistake.

“A subsequent investigation, in-

cluding a readout of the machine’s 
central processing unit, indicated 
that the escalator had stopped af-
ter a built-in safety mechanism on 
the comb step was triggered at the 
top of the escalator,” the statement 
said.

It said the escalator stopped at 
the same time the cameraperson 
had reached the top. “The videog-
rapher may have inadvertently 
triggered the safety function.”

Dujarric also refused to be 
drawn into the question of the 
teleprompter.

“We have no comment since the 
teleprompter for the U.S. presi-
dent is operated by the White 
House,” he told reporters.

Dan Cluchey, a White House 
speechwriter for President Joe 
Biden, suggested in a social media 
post that it was protocol for White 
House officials to operate the tele-
prompter during such events. 
“Physical scrolling is typically 
handled by military personnel 
from the Comms Agency who 
train for years. A WH staffer 
*always* runs the show. As a for-
mer WH speechwriter, this is my 
only area of expertise,” he wrote.

A White House official said in 
an email Wednesday afternoon 
that time had been allocated be-
fore the address for Trump admin-
istration staff to set up the tele-
prompter.

“Ultimately, they were barred 
by UN staff from doing so, so 
White House staff were trying to 
set the teleprompter up as the 
President was speaking,” said the 
official, speaking on the condition 
of anonymity to share internal 
processes.

Macron calls Trump from the 
sidewalk

French President Emmanuel 
Macron also experienced an in-
convenience on Tuesday, when he 
was among those to get caught on 
the wrong side of a New York City 
roadblock. Police had blocked off a 
Manhattan intersection in antici-
pation of Trump’s motorcade as 
the French leader was trying to 
make his way to the French Con-
sulate.

But unlike most ordinary New 
Yorkers, Macron had a direct line 
to the White House.

“How are you? Guess what, I’m 
waiting on the street because ev-
erything is frozen for you,” Macron 
said into the phone, apparently on 
a call with Trump. According to 
the video, the French leader also 
tried to negotiate unsuccessfully 
with a New York City police officer 
to let his delegation through. 

According to Brut, the French 
outlet that caught the moment on 
camera, the road was cleared and 
Macron was allowed through.

Such delays are not uncommon 
during meetings of the U.N. Gen-
eral Assembly, which requires a 
massive policing and traffic opera-
tion to secure the comings and 
goings of delegates from around 
the world. As New York City pre-
pared to welcome delegations 
from almost 200 countries, Mayor 
Eric Adams (D) said the police 
department was deploying thou-
sands of officers to protect resi-
dents and visitors.

Trump, U.N. blame  each other for  mechanical mishaps
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A delegate records a video of  President Donald Trump during his United Nations speech Tuesday.

whatsoever to what Trump says 
about medicine.”

He added: “I trust doctors over 
President Trump, frankly, on this. 
I’ve just got to be really clear 
about this: There is no evidence to 
link the use of paracetamol by 
pregnant women to autism in 
their children. None.”

Trump made the announce-
ment after a study funded by the 
National Institutes of Health was 
published last month that re-
viewed 46 epidemiological stud-
ies and found that 27 reported 
links between use of the medica-
tion during pregnancy and an 
increased risk of autism or ADHD 
in their children, while nine 
showed no link and four indicated 
protective effects.

But the findings do not provide 
a causal link, according to re-
searcher Diddier Prada of the 
Icahn School of Medicine at 
Mount Sinai in New York, who led 
the study. “We show that acet-
aminophen is associated with a 
higher risk, but not causing it. 
Those are very different things,” 
he said in an interview with The 
Washington Post this month.

Other global health organiza-
tions criticizing Trump’s guidance 

include Australia’s Therapeutic 
Goods Administration and the 
European Medicines Agency, 
which said in a statement Tuesday 
that there is no new evidence that 
would require changes to its guid-
ance on using the pain reliever 
during pregnancy.

“Paracetamol remains an im-
portant option to treat pain or 
fever in pregnant women,” EMA 
Chief Medical Officer Steffen 
Thirstrup said. “Our advice is 
based on a rigorous assessment of 
the available scientific data and 
we have found no evidence that 
taking paracetamol during preg-
nancy causes autism in children.”

Nearly 62 million people have 
autism spectrum disorder, ac-
cording to the WHO, which added 
that the global community needs 
to “do more to understand the 
causes of autism and how best to 
care for and support the needs of 
autistic people and their families.”

The agency said it is committed 
to advancing that goal, but it also 
weighed in on debunked claims 
from Kennedy and others that 
autism is linked to vaccines, say-
ing “a robust, extensive evidence 
base exists showing childhood 
vaccines do not cause autism.”

BY VIVIAN HO
AND KARLA ADAM

The World Health Organiza-
tion has joined the international 
pushback against the Trump ad-
ministration’s warnings that acet-
aminophen use during pregnancy 
leads to autism, saying Wednes-
day there is “no conclusive scien-
tific evidence confirming a possi-
ble link.”

Public health leaders and orga-
nizations around the world have 
been sounding off since President 
Donald Trump on Monday called 
to limit use of acetaminophen — 
the active ingredient in Tylenol 
and more than 600 other medica-
tions — during early pregnancy 
except in cases of high fever, align-
ing himself with “Make America 
Healthy Again” activists and Rob-
ert F. Kennedy Jr., his health sec-
retary, who have long called for 
more investigation into the 
causes of autism.

The move is a sharp departure 
from the accepted guidance on a 
medication that many major 
medical associations have 
deemed safe, and it was met with 
swift criticism domestically and 
internationally from doctors and 
autism advocates. The WHO add-
ed Wednesday that the exact 
cause of autism has not been 
established and that “it is under-
stood there are multiple factors 
that can be involved.”

“Extensive research has been 
undertaken over the past decade, 
including large-scale studies, 
looking into links between acet-
aminophen use during pregnancy 
and autism,” the organization 
said in a statement. “At this time, 
no consistent association has 
been established.”

On Tuesday, Britain’s Medi-
cines and Healthcare products 
Regulatory Agency released a 
statement confirming that taking 
acetaminophen, also known as 

WHO adds to rejections 
of U.S. Tylenol warning

paracetamol, during pregnancy 
“remains safe and there is no 
evidence it causes autism in chil-
dren.”

Alison Cave, chief safety officer 
at the MHRA, advised expectant 
mothers to continue following ex-
isting guidance from the National 
Health Service and to consult 
their doctors if they have any 
questions about medication dur-

ing pregnancy. “Untreated pain 
and fever can pose risks to the 
unborn baby, so it is important to 
manage these symptoms with the 
recommended treatment,” she 
wrote.

Wes Streeting, Britain’s health 
secretary, had harsher words for 
Trump’s new health advice, telling 
the broadcaster ITV that Britons 
should not “pay any attention 
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Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has 
long called for more investigations into the cause of autism. 


