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UNICEF: pregnant women and newborn babies are at serious risk in developing countries 

Rate of pregnancy-related deaths in less developed countries 300 times greater

SANTO DOMINGO, 24 February 2009 – Women in the world’s least developed countries are 300 times more likely to die during childbirth or as a result of pregnancy-related complications than women in developed countries, according to UNICEF’s latest The State of the World’s Children 2009 report, which was presented here today. www.unicef.org/sowc09
At the same time, children born in a developing country are 14 times more likely to die during the first month of life than a child born in an industrialised nation.

Maternal and neonatal health and survival are closely interlinked and many of the interventions that save first-time mothers’ lives also benefit their newborn babies. The 2009 edition of UNICEF’s main publication, The State of the World’s Children, stresses the link that exists between maternal and neonatal survival, and proposes interventions aimed at bridging the gap that exists between rich and poor countries.

“Every year, over half a million women die as a result of pregnancy or childbirth-related complications worldwide, including 70,000 girls and young women between the ages of 15 and 19”, emphasised UNICEF’s Dominican Republic Representative Françoise Gruloos, during the launch of the report. “Since 1990, pregnancy and childbirth-related complications have cost the lives of about 10 million women”.

Mothers as well as newborns are very vulnerable during the first days and weeks following childbirth, a crucial time for conducting vital interventions like organising community visits, applying appropriate hygiene practices and providing guidance about dangerous symptoms related to maternal and neonatal health.

Although many developing countries have made great strides in improving infant survival rates over the last few years, they have not been as successful in reducing maternal mortality rates.

“I know that in the Dominican Republic the maternal and neonatal mortality rate is one of the challenges we have to face. Likewise, the prevention of teenage pregnancies, which is a serious problem in the country and calls for creativity, joint efforts and careful analysis of successful experiences”, said the UNICEF Representative.

Also, while the survival rate among children under the age of five has improved worldwide, the risks faced by newborn babies during the first 28 days of life are still unacceptably high in many countries.

In order to reduce mother and child mortality rates, the report recommends the provision of essential services through health networks that incorporate continuous care in the home and in the community, as well as in health centres.

This concept of continuous care goes beyond the importance that has traditionally been granted to individual interventions aimed at treating specific diseases, and instead provides a primary health care model that spans all the stages of maternal, neonatal and child health.

The report concludes that health services are more efficient in an enabling environment that promotes women’s autonomy, protection and education. 

“By working together we can ensure that mothers and newborns receive quality services, improve their health and nutritional status, and that childhood survival will be at the heart of global efforts to advance humanity”, said Gruloos.  

The launch event for the State of the World’s Children 2009 report was led by Dominican Minister of Health Dr. Bautista Rojas, Pan American Health Organization Representative in the DR Ms. Cristina Nogueira, Catholic Church Mother-Child Pastoral Service Director Father Jesús Navarro, USAID Director in the DR Mr. Richard Goughnour, and Ms. Gruloos.

A group of mothers and counsellors from the programme run by the Mother-Child Pastoral Service was also in attendance, together with representatives of the Diplomatic Corps, health sector officials and representatives of non-governmental organisations. 

###

About UNICEF 

UNICEF works on the ground in over 150 countries and territories to help children survive and thrive, from early childhood through adolescence. The world’s largest provider of vaccines for developing countries, UNICEF supports child health and nutrition, good water and sanitation, quality basic education for all boys and girls, and the protection of children from violence, exploitation, and AIDS. UNICEF is funded entirely by the voluntary contributions of individuals, businesses, foundations and governments.
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