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Pregn ancy

Glimpses of pregnancy and childbirth
across the world: Bamiyan, Afghanistan

Can you imagine a world with no basic medical care, safe drinking
water and plagued by war? Cari Caldwell talks about pregnancy and
birth in Afghanistan and the daily challenges faced by pregnant women

and parents alike.

So much of my time during pregnancy
and since has been about questioning
myself, ‘am | doing this right?" Am |
eating the right foods? Do we have

the right buggy? Should | still be
breastfeeding? Despite all reassurances,
most mothers and fathers | speak with
experience at least a low hum if not a
pounding roar in their heads <“is this how
it's supposed to be done?’ We all want to
be the best parents we can be and | find
it easy to fall into the trap of thinking
that there is one right way to raise a
baby into a healthy child. Whenever |
start beating myself up or feeling lost
and confused in the myriad of often
conflicting advice, | have found it helpful
to step back, listen to myself and also to
get a different perspective.

Since my professional background is
working within diversity and cultural
differences, | often tum to cultures

other than my own to gain insight. The
paths women and parents the world over
experience are so varied and so | find
solutions that | would have never thought
of or discovering something | thought was
just my strange way of parenting to be a
standard practice in another culture.

Recently, | was fortunate enough to get
to speak with Jennifer Braun, a midwife
from the U5 who has recently begun
International Midwife Assistance, an
organisation working with women and
children in the remote province of
Bamiyan, Afghanistan in the Himalayas.
| spoke with her about her experience and
was humbled, grateful and inspired by
hearing about other women's experience
of life, pregnancy, labour and baby care.
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Out of every 100,000 women who give
birth in Afghanistan, 1,600 will die.
Complications from pregnancy and
childbirth are the leading single cause
of death among women of childbearing
age in Afghanistan. It's one of the highest
maternal mortality rates in the world
with almost g0 women dying per day.
However, this is surpassed by an even
more shocking infant mortality rate
—147 per 1,000 .

When | asked Jennifer what was the
higgest difference that she saw bhetween
pregnancy in the West and her experience
in Afghanistan she said, ‘no one expects
their baby to live’,

As my heart sank she carried on, ‘It may
be obvious, but pregnancy and childbirth
are just a whole lot scarier here than in
the developed world. Women will dare to
hope for a healthy child, but no one
makes that assumption.’

There are many factors that impact the
extreme maternal and infant mortality
rate including lack of medical attention
and care, malnutrition, unsafe water, late
or no diagnosis of complications.

Jennifer insists a brief sense of history is
necessary to understand the full situation.
She explains that the Soviets first invaded
in 1079 and everyone who could zet out of
the country did. The following decade was
marked by constant war leaving chemical
agents, spent uranium, tank shells, and
no infrastructure. When the Soviets finally
left, civil war ensued and crushed any last
hint of infrastructure.

As she is talking, | picture Northcote Road.
| try to imagine a rough road, and no safe
drinking water. Not being able to find the
right food to appease my morning sickness.
Mo one to tell me for sure my baby is ok.
The contrast is hard to hold in my head.

Mext, enter the Taliban who wera
largely welcomed with open arms
due the extreme privation,
despite their stance on
women and closing
schools. There has been
constant neglect for
27 years: the average
lifetime of the

_ mothers she sees.

‘| know there are
many desperate
places in the world,
but | think the
Afghanistan is its
OWn unigue expression
of that level of disaster.”






