DD 27: Politicians can improve maternal health
Introduction

Political will is the key answer to reducing maternal mortality in any country but this is yet to be seen in most of the countries of South Asia region. Maternal health experts often face enormous challenge to convince the politicians, especially those in the government to make maternal health a priority. Politicians however say that they accord top priority to the health of the mothers but it is the government which is failing to live upto their commitments. 

Panos Radio South Asia spoke to Shirin Sharmin Chaudhary, state minister of women’s and children’s affairs from Bangladesh and Syed Ghulam Mustafa, the parliamentarian from Pakistan to find some answers.
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This is Panos Radio South Asia and you are listening to Development Dilemmas.
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Anchor 2

I am Naresh Newar (NN) from Panos Radio South Asia. 

In this edition, we will discuss about how politics and good governance play very important role in reducing maternal health. Public health experts often face the challenge of convincing their governments especially in South Asia to give maternal health a top priority. But this does not seem to happen in reality as the political initiatives and investment still seem very low on maternal health improvement. I spoke to some politicians of South Asia to find out how their governments were involved in improving the maternal health situations in their own countries. We have with us Shirin Sharmin Chaudhary (SSC), State Minister of women’s and children’s affairs from Bangladesh and Syed Ghulam Mustafa (SGM), parliamentarian from Pakistan.

In: Bridge Begin.mp3
NN: Thank you for joining me at Panos South Asia. We all know without political commitments, humanitarian crisis can worsen and this is so evident in the way maternal health situation in South Asia. And of course, politicians play most significant role. As political leaders what challenges do you face in addressing maternal health issues in your countries. Can I start with Syed?
SGM: Yes, thank you very much. It’s a very important issue nowadays and especially talking about Pakistan. As I have told you in my brief that the main cause in my country is illiteracy, because the illiteracy rate is, the declared illiteracy rate is almost 47 percent, 48 percent and it doesn’t mean the real 48 percent some of them can only sign so they are included in the illiterate people. So the main cause is illiteracy then is ignorance other thing is poverty, low socio-economic conditions, and the other thing are the cultural and religious taboos. These are the main factors which increase infant mortality rate in my country. And unfortunately we had three martial laws in our country, so the political government they could not work for long. So, for 30 years, military rulers have ruled the country, so they did not make any good policies or make any policies regarding the health and even the mortality rates. So now especially in last few years the political governments are concentrating on it and they are making good policies especially now from the last one and half years, the government in Pakistan is having all parties on board, so there is a broad based government. 

Almost 97 percent of the parties are part of government at some levels, like provincial levels or even federal levels. So, all those parties who are in the government are almost national parties. So they have very clear agendas regarding the health and education. So, infant mortality rate and maternal mortality rate- MMR- are on priority. So we had a system which was having doctors, nurses, lady health registars, lady health workers. Now we are recruiting community health workers. Initially we will be having 50,000 community health workers who are ladies and they will be utilized for this purpose. In every year we will be enhancing, doubling the number. So for that we are having resources from donors, international agencies and from our own resources. So this is a new…Another thing is our health budget was very low comparing with the neighboring countries. So this has been doubled in the country and three folds in the province of Punjab so that will keep increasing every year, it will keep doubling every year so these are few factors which will increase health facilities and decrease mortality rate.

SSC: Bangladesh has substantial development in reducing the mortality rate and is focusing very intensely on protecting maternal rights and Ensuring maternal health care. But yet we have to achieve the goal that we want to and the major challenges that we have to face is, of course, the poverty and the illiteracy, which we need to overcome. The economic constraint of an sort of creates hindrance in rendering the kind of health service that we would like to but there are number of projects under going under the supervision of the government of Bangladesh. And also at the national level, the government is carrying out various different programs focusing on the empowerment of women and particularly on maternal health and reducing maternal mortality. There is a scheme on which is operating at the national level which gives voucher to the mothers to have the effective services from the State which is through out the country, and there is also another program which is the maternal allowance is given to the mothers. 

This is a national program. On the other hand, there is community clinics are going to it's already under way that the community clinics will be working at a local level and there we are trying to ensure that the gender from the gender perspective that within the community clinic, the services which are rendered there will be a special focus on maternal health issues, so that at the grassroots level even in remote villages women can come forward and take have access to the health facilities and a lot of awareness program is undergoing, which sort of informs the women about their rights to their health service and how to avail and how to have access to them. And also about the preventive measures particularly during pregnancy how it can be monitored—their health situations to reduce the rate of mortality. 
Our honorable Prime Minister, Sheikh Hassina, she was voted in to power in 2008 December and she is very committed to the cause of empowerment of women and of course when we talk about empowerment of women, the maternal health is a very prime and crucial issue. So the government is very seriously pursuing this and we hope to bring about significant changes and attain the goal of maternal mortality rates and all over to have a comprehensive approach towards ensuring the maternal health at large.

NN: The question is not how the government is committed. Of course, the government always says it is committed. But, what about your fellow politicians, how easy is it to convince them to raise this issue in the parliament?

SGM: The good thing is that as you know very well that Pakistan has the highest number of female parliamentarians in the parliament. We have 30 percent women in the National Assembly and then in the provincial assemblies. So being women in the parliament they know the problems. So I think from last 6 years since the maternal services have been enhanced for ladies, this issue has been taken up very well and there are many laws coming in. New acts and laws are coming in regarding this issue. This is one thing. Another other thing is, we have come to know that as we have discussed that the politicians and journalists they will play the vital role on this issue. So as I know when we go back… so we are making some focal percents in different areas which initially should be on the province level, then on the district levels because now the unit is district. Before we used to have divisions. But now we have almost 110 districts in Pakistan. So we will have 110 focal persons who will work for this cause and then this can be taken up with the help of clerics because the religious people and the political leaders, the social leaders are very important so I think now media parliamentarians and the philanthropists, they all will have to play their role co actively.

NN: Can I ask the same question to Minister?

SSC: It is actually very important to for all of us in Bangladesh and also elsewhere to understand the importance of the issue itself because we are addressing various issues on women issues like violence against women and other things but every maternal mortality is of great, it demands attention and it is of high concern. So as parliamentarians, I think we all have a very critical role to create this awareness among all and spread and get as many people as we can involved in the network to promote the cause of reducing maternal mortality and also ensuring maternal health. And as parliamentarians we have very good forum and platform to advocate this, not only among parliamentarians also among the civil society and all the other even private sectors, corporate sectors to emphasize the importance, which is very important and then the right based approach that it is actually the right of every women to have a proper maternal health care. So these are the points where the advocacy actually… we will try to ensure that and there are women parliament members in our country also and they are also very much committed to this cause and they can, they will through a concerted effort take this take this program forward to ensure the rights of women to proper maternal health care.

NN: We are faced with very contentious issues like increasing natural disaster, civil conflicts, political instability and most of all financial crunch. These are of course priority issues now. Will all these have maternal health programmes in your countries?

SGM: Yessure why not because that is the main reason as we talked before that the highest infant mortality rate or M-M-R was due to all these you explained. So I think these challenges we have to face because we are living in a region where these things will keep on going for a long time and developing countries especially like in my country we are facing terrorism which is being now fought out and the government forces are fighting this terrorism. So, we are the frontline country in the world to fight against terrorism. So spending a lot of money on defense due to two reasons. One is that on Western border we are fighting against terrorism and on the Eastern border we have a bigger enemy because Pakistan and India are still not friends so they keep big forces, armies and lethal weapons, deterrants and especially now both countries are have gone atomic and they have atom bombs and missiles so to keep up and to upgrade we need a lot of money so in Pakistan we are spending 80 percent budget on defense this is also one reason. Another reason as you told that poverty, illiteracy, joblessness and few other things which are main cause but I think this is also very important the conflicts and the wars are very, very important and they are playing a very vital role to consume all the budget and the resources. So then even I think Pakistan is showing good indicators in last five years. As you have seen on the brief that our infant mortality rate was the highest in the world. It was almost in top four countries, so it has gone down and serious efforts are being made to reduce the mortality rate. And now because as I told you there are political governments in the centre, so they are very serious about the issues because they are accountable to the masses, to the court and to the other institututions and the military rulers and the army rulers were not responsible or accountable to anyone. They just straight went away either they died or they just went into exhile. So I think there are now reasonable responsible governments and they are allocating good fronts, increasing allocations for health and related issues. I think there is, I can see marked change and improvement in this issue.

NN: Minister, what is your take on that?

SSC: It is of course true that addressing the issue of maternal health and particularly maternal mortality cannot be an isolated issue but of course the focus has to be very intense if we want to do something about the problems something visible, meaningful and sustainable. So that focus has to be intense but on the other hand of course the poverty issue must to be addressed because it is a comprehensive problem which needs to be addressed from different dimensions. Poverty situation has to be improved the illiteracy rate has to go down, the restraint of child marriage campaign must be effectively run, so that the fact is which are causing the maternal mortality can be reduced and it can have an over-arching effect on in bringing about the target that we want to achieve. That is there. Democracy is now functioning in Bangladesh and we have a parliament and there is accountability and transparency there standing committees in the parliament are functioning. So if the issue of maternal health and maternal mortality is addressed through the parliament and the effective participants of all concerned, then definitely we are hopeful that we will be able to bring about some visible and substantial change.

NN: Let’s also talk about financial investment on reproductive health. How has the political priority changed on maternal health over the last decade?

SGM: As I told you because the political government is restored for only one and a half years in Pakistan. Before that, it was the military rule for almost nine years. I don’t know much about what they have done because the military rule things are hidden and policies are not open so you don’t know what they are doing. As I told you from the last one and a half years, the government is allocating more budget for health and mortality rate to decrease them. At the same time we are having support from different donors like we are here AFPPD, UNDP another donors and but we have good network you know if you talk about network we have very good network in Pakistan regarding this issue and health at all levels starting from the ground level up to the district level. And now the only thing as you said was the resources and some sort of training and management. So we now in Pakistan, what we are doing is, we are forming policies with the help of different international consultants and ADB is helping us, Asian Development Bank. 
What we are doing is from the last one and half years is on all issues we form a committee of the parliamentarians at provincial level and federal level and these committees, they submit their report to the Prime Minister or the Chief Minister and then they appoint some consultants and the recommendation committee is a part of that consultation so within three weeks they are supposed to give their recommendations and ultimately policy announced by the government at federal level or provincial level like for example for maternal health as I told you in February the committee was formed in Punjab province and they gave the recommendation three weeks and then the consultant was invited from UK, Mr. Taylor and one consultant Mr. Tips from Australia were invited and they were paid almost $900,000 from ADB and same as with the health care commission as I talked about so they have given this suggestions and now with their suggestions, the local consultants have joined hands with them. So they have formed a policy so regarding the maternal health the policy has given the committee has given the policy and the formal policy has been announced so this is being implemented as told you that criminal health workers transportations and some other things are being provided to improve the issue.

SSC: This, we just had our budget approved very recently and the importance of the health sector was really taken into account very seriously and we had a good allocation though and there has been a gender perspective to that also that how much will be actually be spent on women health care. So from there probably, it will be easy to identify the issue and address the issue of maternal health care and how much can be allocated on that also. And with regard to the national programs which were running giving the maternity allowance that has also been increased in the budget the amount, so that more women brought under this safety net program. And the target and the idea is to increase, have more allocation in future and through process of consultation before the next budget is announced perhaps and also to monitor how effectively these allocations are actually being utilized for the cause.

NN: Let’s also talk about the relations between politician and media on how to reduce maternal death in your countries. But we often talk about how media pressurizing the governments to live up to their commitments. Do you think now it is the politicians’ turn to educate the media about their responsibilities towards writing more on maternal health issues?
SGM: First of all, as I told you before that in Pakistan the politicians and the media are having very good relations especially because the movement for restoration of democracy and the issue as launched so media and parties went hand in hand. So they enjoy cordial relations from last two and half years so they were part of the movement for restoration of democracy and restoration of judiciary in Pakistan. So till today they are enjoying very good relations and media is helping politicians to improve and to remind their promises made in the election campaigns and to the public. So I think media has grown very strong in Pakistan recently. We had only two TV channels in 10 years back but now we have more than 100 channels. They are all TV channels and we have more than 50 FM radios. So it is 100 times growth, 100 percent growth almost in media. So media and I think is behaving very responsible in Pakistan although they have, we have some problems. You know even media has to learn some things a few things which are called ethics. 
So in Pakistan what we are doing is, we are trying to introduce few reforms like as to curtail media in few dimensions. For example, like when are having war against terrorism, so we don’t want them to show the dead bodies, blown houses and all those horrible scenes which nobody shows. But in Pakistan the media is so free and independent that covering all events, like you know, we are facing terrorism recently. So there were bomb blasts so the health workers, the rescue workers, fire fighters, people were working and media men were covering and they were creating obstruction and obstacles also. So I think there are few things where we are trying to teach media to observe the ethics of the media. That’s all and otherwise media is doing very well in Pakistan, very free and they are enlightening the country, masses, public and now they are leading in fact. The media is leading the country so I think they are playing marvelous role in Pakistan and regarding maternity and child health I think this is a new idea for our media it is not been noticed by our media as we were talking before so I think we have to sensitize them and once they understand they will really cover the events and they will help us promoting the cause.

SSC: In Bangladesh, the government of Bangladesh has a very good relationship with the media and the media is playing a very good role. It actually plays a vital role in creating the awareness and particularly in identifying issues relating to women falling victims and women falling prey to violence and even maternal issues because we have actually gone through a couple of different articles already published in various newspapers and journals which actually indicate that the connection between early marriage and the maternal death and how many adolescent girls and young girls are you know getting into marriage and now that is causing maternal death. So media is quite aware of the problem but now what the thing is that highest priority has to be attached to the issue of maternal deaths. Media actually brings to light the problems in different areas so. As we know that whenever in cases of violence the importance is more. So if we can you know put a system in place that even in cases of maternal deaths perhaps we can get the reports either through media or the network in the government at the local levels then we can address the issue more effectively.

NN: Surely you must have attended scores of international meetings and seminars on maternal health issue. Have they prove fruitful?
SGM: I think this is a very good effort and exercise because this way we share knowledge and we co operate with each other, we design duties to each other in workshops and we come up with new ideas so this is the exchange of knowledge and ideas. I think they are very fruitful and they should be conducted regularly especially in this region where we live. We should have close corporation co ordination to combat with this issue.

SSC: Yes, I think that all these regional consultations and conferences are very, very useful because this is a forum where all the countries different countries in the region can come meet and you know address one particular issue of concern in a very intense way, we learn through hearing out each other’s experience and we take back the experience with us and try to implement that and in many innovative ways like we can have an action plan on how we want to address the problem in our country. And then the other part is that the follow up should be should also be emphasized because it is important to follow up the issue because we meet at the regional level, we share ideas, we learn from each other and then we also need to see that what happens to that after one year or two years so it facilitates co-ordination, co-operation among different countries of the region. And I welcome the initiation.

NN: Thank you so much for joining us at Panos Radio South Asia.
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This is all we have for this edition of Development Dilemmas. Thank you for listening.
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