What to expect when you are expecting: Maternity homes in Peruvian Andes - Peru (2000)

Paruro is one of the poorest provinces of Peru. It is located in Cusco Department, the ancient capital of the Inca Empire. Near the main square of the provincial capital, a group of six women spin the wool of the vicuña, a graceful camelid of the high Andes. All the women are pregnant. They are staying at a home called Kusi Warmi, belonging to the local municipality. In Quechua, the name means maternity home. The women come from rural communities. Just a few months ago, they would have had no other choice but to give birth at home, assisted by family members or untrained birth attendants, given the great distances separating their communities from Paruro village, where the Ministry of Health facility is located. 

In 1998 alone, seven women from rural communities of Paruro died during childbirth because they did not receive professional care. That year, only 17 percent of the 380 expectant mothers in the province gave birth at the local health centre. To respond to the problem, several local organizations, particularly the health centre and the municipality, took the initiative to develop activities to prevent maternal deaths. 

Two years after these efforts began, 65 percent of pregnant women gave birth at the Paruro health centre and the number of maternal deaths dropped considerably in 2000, only three deaths occurred. 

The maternity home sponsored by the local municipality is one of five strategies to reduce maternal mortality. The others are:


·Training of community agents (traditional birth attendants and health promoters) to identify pregnant mothers and assure their timely referral to health facilities for obstetric care. 
·Adaptation of maternity health services to the culture of users, respecting the customs and beliefs that do not affect good obstetric care and the promotion of the friendly treatment of users. 
·Implementation of community committees to prevent maternal deaths. These committees are charged with

supporting expectant mothers to make the timely decision to go to a health facility that provides adequate care.  Local leaders and families, particularly male partners, participate in these committees. 
·Development of community education and the promotion of maternal-child health insurance, a government

programme that seeks to reduce economic barriers to health care by assuring free services to mothers and 

children in the poorest areas of the country. 

The Paruro experience demonstrates that it is possible to improve maternal health in extremely poor, remote rural areas. The key to success is the commitment of authorities, community agents and the population, together with health care workers' desire to improve the health care they provide to expectant mothers.


