Safe Motherhood 

Safe motherhood means ensuring that all women receive the care they need to be safe and healthy through pregnancy and childbirth. 
COMMITMENTS TO ACTION 

Governments, with the increased participation of the UN system, civil society, including NGOs, donors and the international community, should recognize the linkages between high levels of maternal mortality and poverty and promote the reduction of maternal mortality and morbidity as a public health priority and reproductive rights concern; [and] ensure that . . .women have ready access to essential obstetric care, well-equipped and adequately staffed maternal health-care services, skilled attendance at delivery, emergency obstetric care, effective referral and transport to higher levels of care when necessary... 
 
PROBLEM AT A GLANCE 

· Every day at least 1,600 women die from the complications of pregnancy and childbirth*. That is 585,000 women—at a minimum — dying each year.1 In addition to maternal deaths, each year over 50 million women experience pregnancy-related complications, many of which lead to long-term illness or disability.2 

· Complications of pregnancy and childbirth are the leading cause of death and disability for women in developing countries aged 15 to 49.3 Of all the health statistics monitored by the World Health Organization, maternal mortality has the largest discrepancy between developed and developing countries.1 

· A maternal death is defined as the death of a woman while pregnant or within 42 days of the end of her pregnancy from any cause related to or made worse by the pregnancy, regardless of the duration of pregnancy. 

	WOMEN'S LIFETIME RISK OF DYING FROM PREGNANCY 1


	REGION
	RISK OF DYING

	Africa
	1 in 16

	Asia
	1 in 65

	Latin America & Caribbean
	1 in 130

	Europe
	1 in 1,400

	North America
	1 in 3,700

	All developing countries
	1 in 48

	All developed countries
	1 in 1,800


· Millions of women lack access to maternal health care that could save their lives. For example, only 53% of deliveries in developing countries take place with a skilled birth attendant—doctor, nurse, or midwife.4 

· Unsafe motherhood is caused by a number of factors, including women’s poor health and nutrition before pregnancy; inadequate, inaccessible or unaffordable health care; and poor hygiene and care during childbirth. Socio-economic and cultural realities also contribute, i.e. poverty; women’s unequal access to resources, including health care, food and preventive services; their heavy physical work load, which often continues throughout pregnancy; and their lack of decision-making power in families, communities, and societies.5
· When a mother dies, her family and community also suffer, and surviving children face higher risks of poverty, neglect, or even death.3 

AREAS FOR ACTION 

· Good quality maternal health care is the single most important intervention to prevent maternal and newborn mortality and morbidity. US$ 3 per person per year is the approximate cost of ensuring that women in low-income countries get health care during pregnancy, delivery and after birth, postpartum family planning, and newborn care.6 Maternal health services, including essential obstetric care for complications, must be made available to all women during pregnancy and childbirth.5 

· Families and communities have critical roles to play in ensuring that safe motherhood is achieved. Public education programs, at national and community levels, should focus on the following supportive actions: improving nutrition for girls and women; facilitating women’s access to maternal health care during and after pregnancy and delivery; educating women and families to recognize and respond to emergency situations; and ensuring that women get the rest they need during pregnancy and after delivery.5 

· Safe motherhood is viewed as a human right that governments are obliged to protect and promote. In order to ensure women’s rights to safe motherhood, governments must adopt and enforce policies and laws that ensure women’s access to a full range of good quality reproductive health services.5 

	"Safe motherhood is a human right. . .if the system lets a woman die, then the system has failed. Our task and the task of many like us. . .is to ensure that in the next decade safe motherhood is not regarded as a fringe issue, but as a central issue." 
James D. Wolfensohn, President, The World Bank 7
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