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2030 would require coverage levels
to rise threefold, with 334,000 skilled
health attendants needed to reach 73
per cent coverage of births world-
wide by 2015 – along with thousands
more doctors, surgeons, anaesthetists,
technicians and maternity units 
within facilities.13

No substitute exists for the presence
of skilled health workers at delivery,
which has been a common factor
across a set of countries with diverse
profiles that have succeeded in low-

ering maternal mortality rates. A
skilled birth attendant is defined 
by the World Health Organization
as “an accredited health profession-
al – such as a midwife, doctor or
nurse – who has been educated or
trained in management of uncompli-
cated deliveries and post-natal care
and in the identification, manage-
ment and referral of complications
in women and newborns.”14 Yet the
skills of health workers who fall
into this category vary widely by
country, and not all health workers

described as ‘birth attendants’ have
the skills required.

Midwives or other mid-level
providers who have been trained for
shorter periods and require lower
entry education qualifications should
form one cadre within a spectrum of
health workers who can undertake
different roles, distribute workloads,
and build a referral system for preg-
nant women and newborns. It is
also critical to ensure that trained
birth attendants are supported by an
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* ILO: International Labour Organization
** IMCI: Integrated Management of Childhood Illness
Source: Countdown to 2015, Tracking Progress in Maternal, Newborn and Child Survival: The 2008 report, UNICEF, New York, 2008, pp. 200–201.   

57 countries – 36 in sub-Saharan Africa – have less than the WHO 

minimum threshold of 2.28 health workers per 1,000 population that

would provide adequate skilled assistance at delivery.




