MIDWIVES IN LAO PDR

Scaling up Skilled Birth Attendance: Putting midwives at the community-level
towards achieving MDGs for Mothers and Children

Report 2012

Table of contents

Introduction

3

Background

4

Skilled Birth Attendance Development Plan

5

Major Achievements 2012

6

Story from the field

7-8

National Month of Midwives in Lao PDR

9-13

Challenges, next steps and recommendations

14

Annexes

15-23

Acknowledgements

24

2

Introduction
This report provides information about the Skilled Birth Attendance Development Plan in the
Lao People’s Democratic Republic in 2012. It was prepared by the Ministry of Health with
support from the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
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Background
According to the most recent estimate of Maternal Mortality Ratio
(MMR) from the Lao Social Indicator Survey (LSIS) 2011-2012,
Lao PDR remains one of the few countries in the world outside
Africa with an estimated MMR above 300 per 1000 live births.
Although the latest figures represents a modest decrease from the
2005 estimate of 405/1000 live births, at 357/100 000 live births
it remains substantially higher than neighboring countries with
similar levels of GDP. Whilst exact comparisons of MMR between
the two timelines are not possible, due to the fact that
methodologies for estimating the MMR were different, the latest
figure does show a continued downward trend. Despite the
decline, it is unlikely to be sufficient to reach the target of two thirds reduction in MMR from
1990 figure by 2015, as required to achieve MDG5.
For a variety of reasons specialist midwifery training ceased in Lao PDR in 1986; according to
MOH data in 2007, there was only 100 midwives working, most were on the point of retirement.
Following a national workshop in July 2007 supported by WHO and UNFPA, action was initiated
to build a competent workforce to address the high levels of Maternal Mortality. Following an
Assessment of Skilled Birth Attendance (SBA) in 2008, a national SBA Development Plan was
developed and launched by Minister of Health in November 2009. One of the strategic goals in
this plan was re-establishing a specialist midwifery cadre, with a special focus on creating
midwives to work in the community, specifically in rural areas where 70% of the populations
still live in small, relatively widely disbursed villages, with limited access to public services.
One of the four commitments
made by the Government of Laos
to UN Secretary General’s initial
for Women and Children’s
initiative, is to train 1,500
midwives by 2015, to ensure that
at least there will be 1 midwife in
every health facility at the
primary level.
UNFPA efforts to support MOH Human Resource development for health is a key component of
its 5th Country Programme and builds on work initiated in the previous country programme,
with a special focus on building a critical number of health personnel with professional
midwifery skills. Using existing health training institutions in 7 Provinces and University of
Health Science (UHS) Vientiane capital, a strategic initiative was put in place to provide
technical and financial assistance to enhance their capacity to train Community Midwives.
Working with the MOH Department of Organization and Personnel in the coordinating role, 2
UN Volunteer Midwife tutors were located outside the capital, and 1 expatriate midwife was
located in Vientiane, with additional support being recruited as need arose to support UHS and
the provincial training school. This technical support has been instrumental in guiding the
exercise with over sight and coordination of the whole programme managed by the SBA
coordinator located at the country office. Advocacy with government at national and sub
national level was key to ensure accreditation and formal recognition and deployment in the
field of the trained midwives. Community recognition and use of the midwives also required
some deliberate IEC initiatives at community level, this continues to date.
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Skilled Birth Attendance Development Plan
As part of the strategy to reduce maternal mortality in Lao PDR, the Ministry of Health with
support from the United Nations Population Fund and other development partners, specifically
UNICEF, WHO and the World Bank, is implementing the National Skilled Birth Attendance (SBA)
Plan that supports the delivery of the national Integrated Package of Maternal, Neonatal and
Child Health Services.
The SBA Plan includes production and deployment at community level (Health Centre and
Hospital Type-B) of trained professional Midwives that are currently being produced in 7
Provincial health schools all over the country, as well as high level or Registered Midwives
currently in training at the Faculty of Nursing University of Health Sciences in Vientiane to
tertiary Hospitals. This later course will soon be expanded to the Colleges of Health Sciences in
Luang Prabang and Champasack, as soon as sufficient teachers of midwifery have been trained.
This ambitious plan provides a road-map for leadership to strengthen the human resource for
health required for reduction of Maternal Mortality Ratio (MMR) and newborn mortality in Lao
PDR by 2015. It is not intended that the Plan should be implemented as vertical or stand-alone
project. Many of the activities mentioned in the Plan are being planned or are in the process of
being implemented under a variety of different initiatives being undertaken across the Ministry
of Health (MOH). The intention is not to duplicate activities, but rather have these all identified
in one pragmatic programmatic action plan, so that any gaps can be identified and addressed. It
is also proposed this initial road map is reviewed and updated regularly and integrated into the
2011 -2015 Health Plan.
The general objective of the SBA Plan is to further develop the health sector's capacity to deliver
culturally appropriate and accessible health services for pregnancy, childbirth and postnatal
care of mothers and babies. This will be achieved by ensuring adequate human resources are
produced, recruited, retained, supervised and provided with the necessary enabling
environment (including referral system) to contribute to maternal and newborn mortality and
morbidity reduction in Lao PDR in line with the existing National Health and Development Plans
and documents.
There are five critical goals to be achieved and these are to:
1. Up skill existing workforce with the capability to reduce maternal and newborn
mortality and morbidity
2. Strengthen system to produce the skilled Midwifery workforce (professional Midwives ,
mid –level to be posted at community and hospital type B, plus high level Registered
midwives)
3. Strengthen system to manage (i.e. deploy, retain and supervise) the skilled SBA
workforce
4. Strengthen the working environment (develop standards and protocols, ensure
equipment supplies needed are available), so skilled attendants can function properly
and provide "skilled care"
5. Strengthen links between the health sector and community, including referral system
for obstetric and neonatal emergencies.
5

Major Achievements 2012
June 2012 was designated by the Ministry of Health (MoH) as the “Month of Midwives” to
coincide with celebrating the second cohort of Community Midwives being awarded their
national Accreditation License to practice by Vice Minister of Health, bringing the total of
midwives deployed and available in the system to 299. Another 180 will complete their
studies in November 2012 and will sit the national examination in December.
In addition to the Luxembourg Government, WHO, UNICEF, Médecines du Monde and Save
the Children, other development partners such as the World Bank and the Asian
Development Bank also now proactively support the midwifery training programme,
including the capacity strengthening of training institutions.
The production and deployment of midwives is one of the priorities of the MOH and is
supported at the highest level, Minster and Vice Ministers regularly request updates on
progress.
44 teachers from Provincial Training Institutions and at UHS have to date received training to
upgrade their midwifery and teaching skills; additionally 1 teacher from each institution has
been supported to attend the Regional ICM Congress in Hanoi, July 2012.
14 national midwifery examiners have been trained in the new Accreditation and licensing
examination including use of OSCE’s and more will be trained later in the year to take account
of increasing numbers in training.
The programme continues to attract a lot of media attention from within and outside the
country, particularly since publication of DVD depicting the work of the midwives.
Short competency-based midwifery training programme based on BeMONC competencies is
currently being tested to introduce evidence-based practice and upgrade the competencies of
medical physicians, Medical Assistants and Nurses and to ensure that these professionals
understand and appreciate the role of the midwife. The objective of the training is to change
out-dated practices in the clinical areas and promote teamwork and good relations with the
new midwives being trained as well as to ensure staff have the necessary BeMONC
competencies. This training will be rolled out nationwide and complements existing training
for CeMONC designed by WHO.
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Midwives: saving lives and empowering communities
Story from the field
In my visits to different communities as a volunteer Midwife- Nurse Clinical Training Advisor1
in Lao PDR, I have found that many pregnant women are living without proper health care and
timely health education, supervision, medical treatment and availability of Skilled Birth
Attendance. In addition, along with their pregnancy, and the risk this brings, they also suffer
from many adverse health-related situations and miseries, such as limited nutritious foods,
increasing cases of malaria and many other endemic diseases, plus long distances to health
facilities and sometimes lack of transport, all of which can prove fatal for them and their babies.
Luckily, in 2009, the Lao Ministry of Health
with support from UNFPA and other
development
partners
introduced
a
Community Midwifery (CMW) Programme,
which is reaching the unreached families in
remote villages of Laos.
In a recent supervision mission to Manji, a
remote UNFPA-supported village located
about
250
kilometres
away
from
Savannakhet capital city in southern Laos; we had the chance to visit the health center. At the
time of arrival, we were welcomed by Ms Bovon, a committed and hard-working Community
Midwife trained under the CMW Programme, doing her daily work. She was providing family
planning counselling to a mother whom she helped deliver recently. This facility covers a
population of about 5400 people
Some of the problems confronted in Manji and surrounding villages are that many of the
population are from different ethnic groups, many do not speak Lao language and many adults
have limited education. Women work very rigorously in the fields and also at home, even when
they are pregnant or immediately after birth, furthermore there are strong cultural beliefs and
taboos many of which create further problems to health and wellbeing in pregnancy.
The
Community
Midwives
are
professional health workers who are
trained to work with these communities.
During one year of intensive training,
midwifery students go to practice in
remote villages for 2 months after their
clinical practice in the Provincial
hospital. During the training programme
they gain theoretical knowledge in the
classroom and begin to develop skills
during demonstrations and practice in
the labs. Like her colleagues, Midwife
Bovon is trained in all the basic
competencies required for a Skilled Birth
Attendant including critical thinking,
how to deal with emergencies, and working with families and communities to strengthen the
referral system so women and babies can be transferred to the nearest Emergency Obstetric
Care facility also in time to save the life of the mother and the baby.
1

United Nations Volunteer (UNV) for UNFPA
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One of the very important sessions in the CMW
curriculum is called “The Role of the Midwife in the
Community”, where they learn how to work with the
help of community leaders, District Hospitals and
others. After finishing the training, they go back to
these remote villages and support the women and
their babies with the help of the village leaders. During
selection of the CMW students it is always kept in mind
that they are chosen from the health center they later
will go to work with.
The programme is part of the Skilled Birth Attendance Plan and the idea behind it is to prepare
well qualified skilled Midwives who can work with local people who know them, to gain the
people’s trust, to inform them about the facilities they can avail and hopefully to address and
ameliorate some of the harmful taboos and beliefs they follow. The most important thing says
Midwife Bovon, is people trust her, “if they don’t trust the Health Worker they will not avail
services” she adds.
But hers is not an easy job. Ms Bovon told us that she faces many problems to help local
communities to understand that mothers need nutritious food during pregnancy and after birth,
and that breast milk especially colostrum -the first 3-days breast milk- is very useful for the
baby and provides not just good nutrition but also protection especially against infectious
diseases. She is also working hard with the community to promote that pregnant women deliver
safely with the help of a skilled birth attendant at home or at the Health Centre and also learn to
take care of the newborn.
Although now Lao PDR has many, many dedicated midwives like Ms Bovon who are working
hard every day to save mothers and babies in their communities, still many more midwifes are
needed.
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National Month of Midwives in Lao PDR
The 5th May is recognized as the International Day of the Midwife. On or around this day,
countries around the world celebrate the ancient art and science of “being with women” for
pregnancy and childbirth, otherwise known as - midwifery. Modern day practitioners of these
skills – midwives, blend the ancient skills of assisting women during what can be the most
dangerous or most special event in the life of mothers, pregnancy, childbirth and the transition
to a new family dynamic, with modern day evidence-based medical practices.

To signify the importance of reinstating this profession in Lao PDR, Ministry of Health decided
to designate the whole month of June as “The month of Midwives.”
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Estimates suggest that in Lao PDR, only one in five births is
attended by a trained health professional, yet every day more
than one women dies because of complications during
pregnancy and childbirth.
For every woman who dies many more suffer from illness or
disability from complications during pregnancy or childbirth.
Most of these deaths and illnesses can be prevented when
mothers have access to skilled care at birth. It is not just
women’s lives that midwives protect but also newborns.
Every day countless newborn also die due to the same lack of
professional care at birth or in the first week of life.
The month of midwives included 3 main events:
1. June 7th –Health Promotion Day for Mothers and Babies. Viengphouka District,
Luang Namtha Province
In recognition that Midwives are important for child health, a Health Promotion Day was
organized jointly by MoH, the Lao Women’s Union (LWU) and UNFPA.
Health services including: Family planning,
Antenatal care, Immunization, Nutrition
counselling and distribution of micronutrient
supplements were provided for free to 500
community members from 4 villages.

The new community midwife who had just returned to the area after being trained was
introduced to the villagers.
2. June 15th – Graduation of second batch of Community Midwives trained in
Savannakhet, Khammouane and Champasack schools
The main event of the month was the celebration held at the Provincial meeting room in
Savannakhet. In this high-level event Vice Minister of Health Associate Prof. Dr. Som Ock
Kingsada Professor awarded the National Midwifery Certificates of Accreditation of
Competences to 80 midwives from Savannakhet, Khammouane, Bolikamxay, Champasack,
Saravan, Sekong, Attapeu and Vientiane Provinces.
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The event brought together senior level officials from MOH at central and Provincial level, as
well as representatives from key line ministries such as the Ministry of Planning and Investment
(MPI) and the Ministry of Education and Sports, as well as the Lao Women’s Union and
government officials from UN supported districts and representatives from the media.
Associate Prof. Dr. Kingsada speaking on behalf of the Ministry of Health
noted that, “In many parts of the world, and now in Lao PDR, midwifery is
seen as a very important and gratifying profession. This is why we would like
to encourage educated girls and women from the community to consider
becoming midwives. We would also like to ask the community and its leaders
to identify and encourage girls in particular to become midwives. Every
community needs to have its own professional midwife to work with
community leaders, families and individual women and adolescent girls to improve knowledge
of safe pregnancy, childbirth and care of mothers and babies after birth, but also to provide
quality services”
“Midwives can provide much more than family planning and skilled care at
birth” said Dr. Esther Muia, UNFPA Representative. She went on to say “they
can be the link between the community and the health services. They can
work together with local leaders to plan and implement actions to improve
the quality of life in the community. They can save mothers and babies lives. If
people make use of their services, if communities provide them with support
and information and local leaders involve them in the planning and decisionmaking, Midwives can help to make healthier and more productive communities. The work of
midwives is the foundation for healthy families, healthy communities and a prosperous nation”.
During the event a 15 minutes documentary about the Community Midwives Programme in
remote areas of Lao PDR was presented. The video, recorded in Xiengkouang Province in 2011
and produced by UNFPA’s Asia Pacific Regional Office in collaboration with the Country Office
Lao PDR, shows how having skilled birth attendants is helping to improve the health of mothers
and babies in these communities.
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BCC TV spots, produced by MoH’s Center for Information and Education on Health, to promote
delivery in health facilities, were also screened.

The event concluded with a drama play about family planning and promoting the use of the
health center in the community was presented by a local youth-theatre troupe.
3. June 22nd – Graduation of second batch of Community Midwives trained in
Oudomxay, Xiengkhuang and Luang Prabang Provinces (Northern health schools)
In this event, Deputy Minister of Health, Ms. Inlavanh Keobounphan, handed over the
certificates of licence to practice to 80 new Community Midwives, from Oudomxay, Luang
Namtha, Phongsaly, Luang Prabang, Bokeo, Huphang and Xiengkhuang Provinces.
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All activities were held under the banner keeping
mothers and babies safe and healthy through access to
birth spacing, use of professional midwives before, during
and after pregnancy and childbirth and ready access to
emergency obstetric care, the meaning behind the
special logo that has been designed for the SBA Plan
and stitched onto the new national midwife’s uniform,
and engraved on the pin badge presented to each of the
graduating midwives.
At all events, whilst promoting utilization of
professional midwives it was recognized and
acknowledge that to make skilled care possible,
midwives must have an unbroken supply of essential
supplies and medicines, and must work closely with the
community, especially village leaders, in order to
promote the key messages and to encourage more men
to take proactive action to save the lives of their wives,
mothers and daughters.

The logo depicts the skilled hands of a midwife
embracing the mother, the father and the baby
connected to health facility that provides
Emergency Obstetric Care. The slogan translates
“Keeping mothers and babies safe”

The training of community midwives is part of the Joint Maternal, Neonatal, Child Health and
Nutrition (MNCHN) programme developed and implemented by the MoH and the United
Nations, with technical support being provided by UNFPA. This programme combines the skills
and expertise of UNFPA, UNICEF, WFP and WHO and is made possible through a co-financing
agreement of more than 8-million euros over five years between 2011-2015, signed between
the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, MoH and the four UN agencies.
UNFPA are providing technical assistance to MOH to coordinate
with all development partners, such as the Asian Development
Bank, the World Bank, Médecine du Monde and the bilateral LaoLuxembourg project, for provision of financial support to the
midwifery training programme.
In addition to assisting MoH develop new midwifery
curricula, training materials in local language, translation of
a midwife textbook, as well as key materials from WHO,
such as the well-known ‘Safe motherhood Midwifery
Education Modules’, MNH Counselling Handbook and
others. UNFPA has also developed and supported an 8week competency-based training module for upgrading
midwife teachers, helped to re-equip all the training
institutions, in particular the skills laboratories and
contributed to the development of evidence-based
education and clinical standards and helped define the
Scope Of Midwifery Practice based on the International Confederation of Midwives (ICM)
Essential Competencies for Midwives.
UNFPA support is provided partly with funds from the cofinancing agreement with Government of Luxemburg, UNFPA
regular funds and from support from the Maternal Health
Thematic Trust Fund administered through UNFPA Headquarters.
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Challenges, next steps and recommendations
The major challenge has been lack of national midwifery expertise to train the midwives and
there was no experience in country of implementing a national accreditation system for health
practitioners.
UNFPA has recruited 2 experienced expatriate Midwife Teachers through UN Volunteer system,
as well as short term assistance from international Midwife and Midwifery Educator. Teaching
and learning materials are all translated into local language. All teachers receive regular followup supportive supervision; According to provincial reports there is a lack of potential trainees
from some provinces as existing staff do not meet entry criteria, therefore plans have begun to
introduce a Direct Entry route to the midwifery programme; a four year Bachelor degree has
started in UHS and 3 Provincial institutions are piloting a mid-level diploma programme.
Technical support to MOH continues to be required. The midwives themselves are interested to
form a National Association now that the Government have approved that Not-For-Profit
Associations can be legally registered; the midwives are currently exploring options.
ICM have been requested to provide information on forming a professional association so that it
can be translated into Local language and used as a resource to guide current discussions.
Midwifery Associations from neighbouring countries, namely Myanmar and Viet Nam have
expressed interest to partner with Lao midwives should they decide to progress these
embryonic discussions.
One challenge facing the initiative will be implementing a national supportive supervision
system for new graduates. Work on this is still in early stages, but MoH Vice-Minister has given
support for a system to be developed, although national funds to support the system has not yet
been identified.
In October 2012 UNFPA assisted MOH conduct a Desk Review of the implementation to date of
the Skilled Birth Attendance Plan, in order to identify challenges and lessons learnt for the
beyond 2012 plan.
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