


This CARE project shows that even very poor communities and stretched health systems can unite 
to save women’s lives. When they do, women play a signi�cant role in lifting their families and 
communities out of poverty. We know that more than half a million women die needlessly from 
complications during pregnancy and childbirth every year. Ninety-nine percent of these deaths 
occur in developing countries. In most industrialized nations, the lifetime risk of a woman dying in 
childbirth is 1 in 8,000. That risk for women in sub-Saharan Africa can be as high as 1 in 7. 
In some countries, women are more likely to die in childbirth than to receive an education. 

Issue in Focus 

Why are women dying?

Maternal death or injury can result from uncontrolled bleeding, infection, seizures, hypertensive  
disorders, birth obstruction or other complications. Most of these factors are preventable and, 
ultimately, they are closely linked to the low social status of women in poor countries. Oppression, 
discrimination and some cultural practices limit a woman’s access to the information and resources 
necessary to effectively space births and plan her family. Finally, inadequate and poorly resourced 
health systems cannot provide the high-quality, lifesaving care the women need for safe, healthy birth.  

Healthy mothers are essential to poverty reduction.

The loss of a mother at birth can perpetuate a vicious cycle of poverty and lack of development. 
Newborn infants whose mothers die in childbirth are three to 10 times more likely to die within the 
�rst two years, and 40 percent of infant deaths are directly attributable to poor care in pregnancy 
and childbirth. If children do survive, they are less likely to attend school regularly and complete 
their education. This is particularly true for girls. 

It’s Time to act.

It is time to summon the political will to dedicate appropriate resources to enable women to 
plan their families and survive pregnancy, and ensure that childbirth and the �rst few weeks of 
life are not a game of chance. We know what it takes to help women have safe pregnancies:
�s��Access to family planning information and services; 
�s��Quality care by a doctor, midwife or nurse during pregnancy; 
�s��Emergency obstetrical care when needed; 
�s��Immediate post-partum care for the mother and newborn; and 
�s��A strong and equitable health system that addresses the social and economic factors that  
	 in�uence women’s access to and usage of health services.  

We don’t have to wait for a medical breakthrough to save women’s lives. We have the knowledge 
and resources to prevent nearly all maternal deaths. Creating an emergency U.S. action plan 
with appropriate levels of funding will go a long way in making sure that giving life is a 
joyous – and safe – experience for all women.
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