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Health briefs 
Indian actress campaigns for sale 
motherhood 

Manisha Koirala participating in WHO's 50th anniversary celebrations. 
Photo. WHO/ SEARO © 

One of India's top film stars, Manisha Koirala, has joined the global effort to 
promote safe motherhood. The actress says she sees her new role as 

twofold - to make people aware of the problems that can occur in pregnancy 
and childbirth, and to raise funds to deal with them. 

Ms Koirala began her campaign for safer motherhood at a press conference in 
New Delhi in September 1998. Speaking at the invitation of WHO, she said it 
was shocking that so many women in India die in childbirth. "I want to create 
awareness among men and women about safe motherhood," she said. She 
also described the situation of many mothers in her home country, Nepal, as 
"very, very bad". 

Manisha Koirala has appeared in some 30 Hindi and Nepali films, including the 
extremely popular Bombay in which she played a mother of two. Joining her at 
the September press conference, Delhi's health and education minister Dr Harsh 
Vardan said that, for every 100 OOO live births in India, between 400 and 800 
women die during pregnancy or childbirth or soon afterwards. 

No fewer than 585 OOO women die worldwide every year as the result of 
pregnancy or childbirth, according to WHO's Maternal and Newborn Health/ Safe 
Motherhood programme. Millions more are incapacitated, and some are disabled 
for life. World Health Day 1998, which was celebrated on April 7 in countries all 
around the world, focused on safe motherhood with the theme "Pregnancy is 
special - let's make it safe". In India on that day, Prime Minister A. B. Vajpayee 
urged "the entire society" to get involved in helping to make motherhood safer. 
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WHO foresees rise in ageing-related 
illness 

As a result of marked declines in premature mortality and fertility rates 
worldwide, life expectancy has risen sharply, leading to a steep increase in 

the number of people reaching older age. There are currentty 580 million older 
people (aged 60 years and above) in the world, with 355 million in developing 
countries. By 2020 the corresponding figures will have risen to 1 OOO million 
and over 700 million respectively. 

Although most older people enjoy good health, the rapid population ageing 
indicates that more people will enter the age of higher risk of developing chronic 
diseases, including circulatory diseases, cancers and diabetes. It is predicted that 
these noncommunicable diseases will be responsible for over three-quarters of all 
deaths in developing countries by 2020. 

In some Asian countries, noncommunicable diseases, such as circulatory diseases, 
cancer and diabetes, are now the major causes of death. In India, Indonesia and 
Thailand, for example, hypertension has been found to affect up to 15% of the 
adult population. Similar trends are found in Latin America; in Argentina, Cuba 
and Uruguay, for instance, circulatory diseases and cancers are already responsible 
for over 60% of all deaths. In Cuba, the prevalence of hypertension has reached 
nearly 35% in men and 27% in women. 

Other age-related disorders that are expected to rise are mental health problems 
and visual impairment. The number of people affected by senile dementia, for 
example, is estimated to increase from the current 29 million to 5 5 million by 
2020. In most countries of Asia and Africa, cataract accounts for over 40% of all 
blindness. With the predicted increase in the rates of diabetes and smoking, 
which are risk factors for the development of cataract, in developing countries, 
the burden of blindness from cataract may soon reach even higher levels. 

Through its Ageing and Health Programme, WHO is committed to promoting 
health and activity throughout the life span. Individuals are able to influence 
how they age by adapting to ageing-associated changes and by adopting healthy 
lifestyles. World Health Day 1999 will focus on active ageing and will promote 
intergenerational solidarity and life-long development. 




