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Editorial 

Midwives: guardians of the 
future 

Or Hiroshi Nokoiimo, Director-General of 
WHO. Photo WHO/Uarkas 

Women's health and well
being are of the utmost 
importance, both for women 

themselves and for the next genera
tion. The recent United Nations 
Conferences in Cairo and Beijing 
emphasized the right of women to 
give birth safely as an indispensable 
part of reproductive health. Women 
carry and rear the children on whom 
the future depends, and yet far too 
little has been done to make sure that 
childbirth is safe. 

Pregnancy and childbirth are a 
natural process but not one that is 
free from risk. In many parts of the 
world women still suffer and die 
unnecessarily because they do not 
have access to essential health ser
vices. At the time of giving birth, 
only half the world 's women are 
attended by a skil led health worker
someone who can make sure that 
essential care is given and who can 
recognize the onset of problems and 
seek help early enough. As a result, 

in 1990, an estimated 585 000 
women died of pregnancy-related 
causes. Every year, several million 
women suffer the loss of a stillborn 
fetus at the end of pregnancy, or the 
loss of a newborn baby in the first 
month of its life, while an uncounted 
number of newborn infants, as well 
as their mothers, acquire a perma
nent disability because of poorly 
managed pregnancies or deliveries. 

The reasons for so many child
bearing women still being faced with 
the risk of disability or death are well 
known. But doing something effec
tive about them means making 
women 's health a priority, something 
which has all too rarely been done. 
Safe birth does not demand sophisti
cated technology. The services 
needed are simple, but making them 
available to all women calls for 
political commitment, high priority 
in resource allocation, and a consis
tent strategy at national and local 
level. 

To help countries develop such 
strategies WHO has put together the 
Mother-Baby Package, a practical 
guide to implementing safe mother
hood programmes. Based on pri
mary health care principles of equity, 
affordability and access , it describes 
the essential interventions which 
have to be put in place to ensure that 
childbirth is safe for women and 
babies. It stresses the importance of 
providing adequate but economical 
and sustainable services even at the 
most peripheral level of the health 
care system. The Mother-Baby 
Package suggests that the people best 
equipped to provide technologically 
appropriate and cost-effective care to 

women during their reproductive 
lives are the ones who have mid
wifery ski lls and who live in the 
community near those for whom they 
care. In most settings these people 
are midwives. 

Where maternal mortality is low, 
a high proportion of all births are 
attended by midwives. Studies have 
shown that maternal mortality and 
disability have been reduced by up to 
two-thirds by introducing well
trained midwives into the commu
nity. It is clear that increasing the 
availability of midwifery personnel 
can improve women 's chances of a 
safe and healthy delivery by offering 
continuity of care and reduced need 
for obstetric intervention. Also 
midwives often play a valuable part 
in ensuring that unnecessary inter
ventions are avoided and that quality 
of care is maintained. 

The articles by midwives and 
others in this issue show what can be 
done to improve reproductive health 
and to make pregnancy and child
birth safer. More especially, they 
describe the key role played by 
midwives in saving lives and reduc
ing disability among mothers and 
their newborn babies. • 
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