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Early Maternity
Care In Palestine
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The Palestinian
Central Bureau of
Statistics conducted
a Palestinian survey
on family health
conditions for 2006
in order to provide
detailed and accurate
data on family and
reproductive health
at the level of the
individual, family and
the local community.
The survey was
conducted in the
period November 1,
2006 - January 20,
2007.

The data was
gathered through a
guestionnaire that was
designed for women
previously married
under 55 years old;
the questionnaire
included fields dealing
with marriage, fertility,
family planning,
maternity care. Finally,
the sample consisted
of 10,860 women from
the West Bank and
Gaza Strip.

Prenatal care is a group of organized and systemic health services offered to pregnant women
during the period of pregnancy. The aim of these services is to ensure the safety of pregnancy
and make sure that pregnant woman receive their physiological needs, in addition to services
aiming to alleviate the stress and fear that accompany hard labor and delivery. The services aim
also to detect women with his risk pregnancy or those with higher possibility to suffer postnatal
complications, such as miscarriage, preterm labor, deformities or birth defects, preeclampsia
(toxemia of pregnancy), and those who need special medical attention. Usually, these services
are offered during visits of pregnant women to the specialized medical clinics, midwives, or
maternity and childcare centers which are found in various parts of the homeland.

Typically, pregnant women are supposed to make three to four' visits during pregnancy in order
to follow up the basic signs of pregnancy and early detection of complications that might arise
or problems that might threaten the health of the baby or the mother or to diagnose problems
and provide medical treatment. Women who suffer from chronic diseases or who might face
high-risk pregnancy need to visit health care centers more than the above-mentioned number
of visits.

Maternity Care

99% of the women in the Occupied Palestinian Territories reported .1‘ \‘
that they received maternity care and benefited from the services

offered by the various health care institutions?. One can note that %

the percentage of maternity care coverage in 2006 is higher than S

that in previous years.
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Antenatal Care

Results of the survey show that 75% of women who gave birth
during the period between 2001 and 2006 and who received
maternity care said they started receiving antenatal care in
the first third of pregnancy. Based on the health care protocol
difference between the UNRWA and the Health Ministry, the
percentage of pregnant women who started receiving antenatal
care in the West Bank reached 86% which is higher than the
percentage in Gaza Strip (62%). See graph no. 2.

Although the first third of pregnancy is an important period as
the mother needs to receive information about good nutrition
and healthy habits during pregnancy, the results of the survey
show that around 25% of mothers delay their visits to the care
centers until after the first third of pregnancy period.
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Iron and Folic Acid Intake

Although reports and data have shown that there is wide
coverage of maternity services, the results of the health surveys
in 2004 and 2006 show that there is a need to improve the
quality of services provided to pregnant women, in particular
on the issue of women taking iron and folic acid supplements.
The results of the survey in 2006 showed that the percentage
of women who took iron tablets only reached 29% of the
sample while the that of pregnant women who took vitamin
supplements was 5% only. As for women who took vitamins?

(folic acid) and iron supplements, the percentage was 58%. See
graph no. 3.
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Within this context, it is not possible to compare between the
results of the 2006 survey and the study conducted in 2004,
especially in relation to the level of increase or decrease in
the percentage of women who received iron and folic acid
supplements, because of absence of mainstream indicators
related to this aspect of the survey. However, the results of the
2004 survey showed that the percentage of women who did not
take iron supplements reached 24% only; yet, the percentage
of pregnant women suffering from anemia remained very high.
More importantly, the results of the survey show that 57% of
pregnant women did not take folic acid supplements. Intake of
folic acid before and during pregnancy and after delivery helps
prevent deformities, including neural tube defects. Estimates
have shown that had all women taken adequate amounts of
folic acid before and during pregnancy, around 70% of neural
tube defects would have been prevented*.

Percentage of pregnant women

57% Of pregnant who have not taken folic acid
women have not tablets

taken folic acid
tablets according
to health survey of Percentage of pregnant

women who have

2004 taken folic acid tablets
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Results

The data of the survey show that the majority of women in the
West Bank and Gaza Strip visit mother and child care centers
which offer health and education services to pregnant women.
The results also show that there is a need for intervention in
relation to the timing, content and quality of services offered
to pregnant women to make sure that women receive the most
advanced and standardized care services in this field.

Recommendations:

1. Activate and follow up the international protocols pertaining
to early maternity care concepts, including the abidance of
government and the UNRWA health institutions to those
protocols.

2. Raise health awareness among pregnant women on an
individual basis inside the clinics by health workers and raise
collective awareness through meetings organized inside
the clinics, communities or through health meetings to be
coordinated by the competent institutions in order to discuss
general health issues dealing with family and reproduction
health, and specific issues pertaining to the importance
of taking iron and folic acid tablets to avoid problems that
might face the mother or the baby.

3. Develop health information programs and disseminate them
in the various mass media so they can reach every Palestinian
family. These programs need to focus on the importance of
maternity care and the concepts of reproduction health;
there is also a need to highlight all issues and problems that
face pregnant women as they receive care at the maternity
care centers.

Engage a large sector of institutions and ministries in the
process of educating young people who are in the process
of getting married on issues related to reproduction health
and other issues concerning pregnant women and antenatal
and postnatal care; this will make them avoid many of the
problems that face pregnant women due to ignorance or
lack of correct information on the importance of benefiting
from quality maternity services.

Develop a unified concept of maternity care that reflects
a series of quality practices and indicators that can assess
quality and content of the services offered to pregnant
women at the health centers regardless of the party or sector
offering those services.

. Support coordination between the government health

institutionsandnon-governmentaland privateorganizations,
and work on unifying the indicators that reflect the quality of
services.

Endorse a series of psychological indicators pertaining to
maternal care on the basis that care during pregnancy is
linked to the psychological and health condition, which
means that assessment of the services offered to pregnant
women cannotbe conductedinisolation of the psychological
services offered to them.

. Coordinate efforts among the health institutions that provide

maternal care for the purpose of participation in a specialized
workshop to implement the new term of the demographic
health survey 2009 in case the survey is conducted and to
work with the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics to
define the proper health indicators that reflect quality and
content of reproduction health services, in general, and the
services offered to pregnant women, in particular.

1 WHO set up a criteria for number of visits to antenatal and maternity care centers recommending no less than four visits to be distributed among the first, second and third phases of

pregnancy.

2 The Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, 2007, Palestinian Family Health Survey, 2006, Final Report, Ramallah, Palestine.
3 According to an official source in the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, the field researchers were trained on the fact that vitamins include folic acid tablets and other kinds of

vitamins.

4 Williams, Jennifer; Abelman, Stephen; Fassett, Elizabeth; Stone, Cheryl; Petrini, Joann; Damus, Karla; Mulinare, Joseph.2006.»Health Care Provider Knowledge and Practices Regarding
Folic Acid, United States, 2002-2003». In «http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/klu/maci» \o «Maternal and Child Health Journal» Maternal and Child Health Journal, Volume 10, pp.

67-72(6).

5 These are the recommendations of participants in a workshop organized by the Palestinian Initiative for the Promotion of Global Dialogue and Democracy - MIFTAH - entitled “Early
maternity care in Palestinian Territories” on October 13, 2008 as part of its project “Gender... Peace and Security” funded by UNFPA.
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