
30 

WHO on •••• 
Safety for mothers and babies 

For many women throughout the 
world, pregnancy and delivery 
may become a life-threatening 

condition that can also threaten the 
newborn baby. The risk of dying 
while pregnant can be effectively 
reduced only by providing continuing 
health care from community to flrst
referrallevel. According to the World 
Bank, it would cost only US$ 2 per 
head to bring about a substantial cut in 
maternal deaths and illness, while "an 
effective continuum of care" is 
essential to safe motherhood. 

In a report called "Making 
Motherhood Safe", the World Bank 
emphasizes the need to tailor safe 
motherhood strategies to local and 
national settings, and suggests a range 
of safe motherhood interventions to 
cover wildly different situations. 
WHO and the World Bank agree that 
prenatal and delivery care are the most 

cost-effective interventions through 
which governments can improve adult 
and child health. 

Under its Safe Motherhood 
Programme, WHO is sponsoring 
many national activities and has 
worked out the following basic 
principles to protect mothers and 
children worldwide. 
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Before and during pregnancy 

• Women should have full access to 
health care and be adequately 
nourished before becoming 
pregnant; they should not become 
pregnant if this is not wanted, or if 
she is too young. 

• As soon as a woman is pregnant 
she should register with a health 
centre and seek appropriate care. 

• Pregnancy care will allow 
complications to be recognized, 
detected at an early stage, and 
properly managed (see box). 

• Pregnant women should ensure 
that they eat well and rest as much 
as possible. 

• They should receive information 
about and services for family 
planning. 

• They should be immunized against 

Complications affecting mothers and babies 
Compr~eation5 

Severe anaemia 

Haemorrhage 

Hypertension in pregnancy 

Unclean delivery 

Obstructed labour 

Unwanted pregnancy 

Infection during pregnancy, 
sexua lly-tra nsm i tted 
diseases, malaria 

Effect on the mother' 5 health Effect on the baby' 5 health 
Increased risk of haemorrhage 

Cardiac failure, puerperal sepsis 

Eclampsia (convulsions, coma , 
then death) 

Infection, maternal tetanus 

Fistula , uterine ruptu re, amnionitis 
(inflammation of the placenta), sepsis 

Unsafe abortion with infection, 
haemorrhage, i nferti I ity 

Premature onset of labour, ectopic 
(extra-uterine) pregnancy, pelvic 
inflammatory disease, cerebral 
malaria , severe anaemia 

Low birth weight, asphyxia , 
stil lbi rth 

Asphyxia , sti llbirth 

Low birth weight, asphyxia, 
stillbirth 

Neonatal tetanus, sepsis 

Asphyxia , sepsis, stillbirth, handicap 

Increased risk of disease or death , 
child abuse, neglect, abandonment 

Premature delivery, eye infection, 
blindness, pneumonia , stillbirth, 
non-congenital syphilis, 
low birth weight 
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tetanus to protect themselves and 
their baby. 

• They should receive iron and folic 
acid supplements to prevent 
anaemia. 

During delivery 

• When giving birth, women should 
have access to emergency care at a 
health centre, and to referral 
facilities in case of serious 
complications. 

• The delivery should be conducted 
under clean conditions, and should 
be safe and non-traumatic. 

After delivery 
• The cord should be cut cleanly, and 

immediate care of the mother and 
the baby is essential. 

• If the breathing is not spontaneous 
and normal, the baby should be 
helped immediately, using 
resuscitation techniques, and 
should be kept warm and dry in 
suitable wrapping. 

• The eyes should be washed out 
with saline and either silver 
chloride or antibiotics to avoid eye 
infection and even blindness that 
could occur if the mother suffers 
from a sexually-transmitted 
disease. 

• The baby should be put to the 
breast immediately, and mother 
and baby should be kept together. 

• The baby should be immunized 
against tuberculosis and 
poliomyelitis. 

In the next issue 
"Oral health for a healthy life", w ill 
be the slogan and theme of the 
1994 W orld Health Day -7 April. 
The next issue of World Health w ill 
celebrate this event, and w ill de
scribe how recent decades have 
seen great improvements in oral 
health throughout the world , as well 
as new tendencies in tackling prob
lems that still exist. • 

In all these interventions, the 
traditional birth attendants working 
in developing countries have a key 
role to play, particularly at the crucial 
moment of childbirth, so it is essential 
that they receive appropriate 
education. Their best tool for safe 
deliveries is an appropriate kit. 

The birth attendant's basic 
"dean delivery kit" 
The kit includes: 
• soap for washing hands; 
• 2 or 3 sterilized cord ties; 
• a razor blade or other instrument to 

cut the umbilical cord cleanly; 
• a clean piece of cloth or small 

gauze pads; 
• a plastic envelope, box or cloth bag 

to keep the kit in. 

In various settings, the kit may also 
include: 
• a plastic sheet to be used as the 

delivery surface; 
• a sharpened stick for cleaning dirt 

from beneath fingernails; 
• a small bottle of antiseptic solution 

or powder to dry the cord quickly 
and prevent infection; 

• pictogram instructions on how to 
use the kit. 

Other useful items: 
• clean towels for drying and 

wrapping the newborn infant; 
• a colour-coded tape for measuring 

the chest circumference; 
• a single-dose dispenser for eye care 

in areas with high levels of 
sexually-transmitted diseases. 

Did you en;oy this issue? 
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Safe motherhood means care for 
the mother, but also for her newborn 
baby. Being pregnant and giving birth 
entail certain risks, but being born can 
also be a risky event. When a baby 
dies at childbirth or shortly afterwards 
in a developing country, there is 
almost always an avoidable cause 
related to inadequate care of the 
mother during pregnancy and 
delivery. Just as no woman should die 
because she becomes a mother, babies 
should survive to live useful and 
productive lives. This is possible if 
more care, help and forethought 
surround this happy event in a 
family 's life. • 

This information is extracted from the July
October 1993 issue of Safe Motherhood: 
a newsletter of worldwide activity, published 
by WHO three times o year in English and 
French . For a free subscription, write to the 
Maternal Health and Safe Motherhood 
Programme, Division of Family Health, 
World Health Organization, 121 I Geneva 
27, Switzerland 
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