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coverage. Data suggests that serious disparities remain in 
health indicators accordingly to geographic location, and 
particularly between urban, rural and rural without road 
areas, as well as Central, Northern and Southern regions. 
These areas will need to be specially targeted. 

Sustainable �nancing of health services represents a ma-
jor issue, given that Lao PDR’s health system has become 
heavily dependent on donor funding and out-of-pocket 
payments by patients. In 2005, public expenditures in 
health represented only 1.5 percent of GDP and 7 percent 
of total public expenditures. 

Meeting the MDG for Child Mortality

High infant and child mortality rates stem from weak 
health systems. While there has been progress in reduc-
ing child mortality rates in Lao PDR, it is important to view 
this against progress in inter-related indicators such as 
immunisation, nutrition and access to health services in 
order to obtain an overall perspective on the state of child 
health in the country and devise suitable interventions. 
The fact that infant and under-�ve mortality are declin-
ing while child care shows little improvement needs to 
be carefully considered. 

If infant and child mortality rates are to meet the MDG 
targets for 2015, the Government will need to tackle 
some of the most acute problems, including universal 
access to quality health care and particularly skilled birth 
attendants; malnutrition; and increasing immunisation 



53

IMPROVE MATERNAL HEALTH 
MDG5

Chapter 5

CAN LAO PDR MEET THE TARGETS

 FOR IMPROVING MATERNAL HEALTH?

Target 
No.

Target Will the target 
be met? 

State of policy 
environment? 

5A. Reduce by three-quarters, between 1990 and 2015, 
the maternal mortality ratio

Unlikely Weak but Improving 

5B. Achieve, by 2015, universal access to reproductive 
health

Potentially Weak but Improving 

Assessment Scale 
Probably 

Potentially
Unlikely 

Lack of Data 

Strong
Fair

Weak but Improving 
Weak 
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SUMMARY
As revealed by the 1995 and 2005 population censuses, Lao PDR appears to have made progress in reducing maternal 
mortality, from a figure of 650 deaths per 100,000 live births to 405 deaths per 100,000 live births. Irrespective of 
estimated progress, the maternal mortality ratio is one of the highest in the region, and it is doubtful if Lao PDR 
can reach the MDG 5 target given the current low levels of investment for maternal health. MMR does not wholly 
measure maternal health, for behind every woman who dies from complications during pregnancy or childbirth, 
20 women survive but suffer ill health or disability. Serious investments will be required for Lao PDR to achieve this 
target.

Increasing the proportion of births attended by skilled health personnel and referral capacity to emergency obstetric 
and neonatal care will significantly reduce maternal and perinatal mortality. The MDG indicator on proportion of 
births attended by skilled birth health personnel increased by less than 5 percentage points between 1994 and 
2005. Universal access to reproductive health, meanwhile, is measured by indicators on access and usage of 
contraception, antenatal care and adolescent fertility. Although progress has been significant in the access and 
use of contraception, the percentage of births to women receiving antenatal care remains low, at only 28.5 percent 
(LRHS 2005). Early marriage and pregnancy are still the norm in rural areas, where access to life-saving services in 
case of pregnancy-related complications is limited.  

Priority inventions include access to family planning to reduce unwanted pregnancies, presence of skilled birth 
attendants at deliveries, and access to emergency obstetric and neonatal care. These interventions will only be 
effective, however, if they reach out to women in rural and remote communities. 

In order to increase use of health services and provide the reproductive health care needed to improve maternal 
and neonatal health, investment in training and capacity strengthening for health personnel  -- especially skilled 
birth attendants – is required. Health systems must meet minimum standards in terms of human resources, 
infrastructure, supplies and management. Consequently, recurrent budget expenditures for the health sector, 
including reproductive health, need to be increased, and sufficient revenue should be directed to the sector in 
general.



IMPROVE MATERNAL HEALTH

Maternal Mortality Ratio

Lao PDR appears to have made progress in reducing 
maternal mortality, from 650 per 100,000 live births in 
1995 to 405 per 100,000 live births in 2005. But while 
MMR may have declined, especially in urban areas, a 
large disparity remains between urban and rural areas. 
This may be related to the high rate of home deliveries 
without skilled care in rural areas, also a cause of neonatal 
mortality. According to LRHS 2005 data, about 90 percent 
of rural women deliver at home, compared to about 50 
percent of urban women. 

The major causes of maternal mortality are haemorrhage, 
obstructed labour, pregnancy-induced hypertension and 
sepsis. In addition, a woman’s risk of pregnancy-related 
death is dependent upon availability and quality of health 
care, female education, geographic accessibility and 
poverty. Moreover, poverty manifests itself in many ways, 
including food insecurity; women’s poor nutritional status 

Goal 5

# The estimate is weighted and therefore higher than the 18.5 in LRHS (2005)
Sources: 
*     The 1995 and 2005 figures from the Population Census; the 2000 figure from the LRHS
**    LRHS (2000, 2005)

Target 5A

Reduce by three-quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality ratio

Target 5A 

Reduce by three-quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality ratio  

1995 2000 2005 2015 Target 
Maternal mortality ratio (*) 
(deaths per 100,000 live births) 

650 530 405 260

Proportion of births attended by skilled 
birth attendants (**) 

14
(1994) 

17 23# 50

# The estimate is weighted and therefore higher than the 18.5 in LRHS (2005) 
Sources:
*     The 1995 and 2005 figures from the Population Census; the 2000 figure from the LRHS 
**    LRHS (2000, 2005) 

Target 5B

Achieve, by 2015, universal access to reproductive health

Target 5B 

Achieve, by 2015, universal access to reproductive health 

1995 2000 2005 2015 Target 
Contraceptive prevalence rate, all methods, 
currently married women (**) 

20
(1994) 

32 38 No target 

Age-Specific Fertility Rate (ASFR) 96 76 No target 
Antenatal care coverage (**) 21 28.5# No target 
Unmet need for family planning 40 27 No target 
# This figure covers at least one ANC visit. 
Sources:
**    LRHS (2000, 2005) 

# This figure covers at least one ANC visit.
Sources: 
**    LRHS (2000, 2005)
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these interventions will only be effective if they reach out 
to women in rural and remote communities. In order to 
ensure that health centres and hospitals are fully used and 
provide the reproductive health services required, greater 
investments in training and capacity strengthening for 
health personnel are required. Health systems must 
meet minimum standards in terms of human resources, 
infrastructure, supplies and management. A particular 
need exists to strengthen health service delivery to 
ensure the continuum of care from pregnancy through 
childbirth and into the postnatal period for mother and 
baby, including promotion of effective links between 
communities and health facilities.

While traditional birth attendants are not qualified skilled 
birth attendants, they provide care during delivery for an 
estimated 12 percent (LRHS 2005) of women in Lao PDR. 
Studies from other countries in the region point to the 
need for effective partnerships to be established among 
skilled and traditional birth attendants and community 
health workers to reduce maternal and neonatal 
mortality.

A need also exists for Government to invest sufficiently 
in the health sector if it is to contribute to poverty 
alleviation. Recurrent budget expenditures for the health 
sector need to be increased, and sufficient revenue 
from natural resources should be directed to the sector. 
Budget allocations are currently insufficient to meet 
the needs of the health sector, and the health system 
has become heavily dependent on both donor funding 
and out-of-pocket payments by patients. In 2005, public 
expenditures on health represented only 1.5 percent of 
GDP and 7 percent of total public expenditures. Most 
health expenditures in Lao PDR are privately financed. For 
example, cost recovery is mainly through drug revolving 
funds and fees for diagnostic examinations, which enables 
major hospitals to cover as much as 60 percent of their 
budgets. While this has increased the resources available 
to the health sector, it also may have limited access to 
health services for the poor. 

Reproductive health needs to move beyond simply 
the public health sphere and become recognised as a 
socioeconomic issue: That is, women are not only mothers, 
but also valuable contributors to society. Recognising the 
link among maternal health, women’s status and broader 
development is important, and investing in women and 
their health pays off for governments as well as families. 
Women’s groups are particularly crucial, since they can 
build awareness of maternal complications, draw on 
the collective maternity experience at village level, build 

social capital for mutual support networks, promote 
hygiene, and prevent delays in women gaining access to 
health care. 

Quality and access to maternal care and other reproductive 
health services generally reflect the state of health 
of the country as a whole. Embracing a reproductive 
health approach not only requires adding services and 
information but also integrating and ensuring delivery of 
these services at individual, family and community levels. 
Given that a large percentage of the Lao PDR population 
lives in rural and remote areas without access to adequate 
health facilities, a balance will need to be achieved 
between investments in community approaches and 
clinical care and simple packages that will enable early 
success. In so doing, this can reduce deaths for poor 
communities at fairly low cost, while working to achieve 
higher coverage with more complex care, including 
skilled-delivery care in the longer term.

Targeted behaviour change communication campaigns 
and IEC materials are necessary to increase the demand for 
reproductive health services and promote health-seeking 
behaviour among diverse clients, including remote and 
ethnic populations.

In addition, men as husbands, fathers and brothers play 
an important role in determining women’s reproductive 
health status. Therefore, any health intervention must be 
gender sensitive, taking into account both men’s own 
reproductive needs and their influence on women’s 
reproductive behaviour, especially decisions on family 
planning and on accessing maternity services such as 
emergency obstetric and neonatal care.   

Lastly, young people often find it difficult or embarrassing 
to obtain reproductive health information and services. 
Sexual education and provision of youth-friendly services 
are therefore important to avoid high-risk unintended 
pregnancies, to increase contraceptive uptake and 
to prevent STIs among adolescents. Increasing girls’ 
education levels is likely to have a particularly positive 
effect on improved reproductive health status.
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ANNEX 1

New Targets and Indicators Included in the MDG Report 2008

MDG 1:	 Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

			   New Indicators

			   - Prevalence of stunting in children under age 5 years 
			   - Proportion of people below the food poverty line

			   New Target:	

			   Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, including women and young 	
			   people

			   Indicators

			   - Growth rate of GDP per person employed
			   - Employment-to-population ratio
			   - Proportion of employed people living below US$1 (PPP) per day - dropped
			   - Proportion of own account and contributing family workers in total employment 

MDG 5:	 Improve maternal health

New Target:

Achieve, by 2015, universal access to reproductive health

Indicators

- Age-specific fertility rate
- Antenatal care coverage (at least one visit, and at least four visits)
- Unmet need for family planning

MDG 6:	 Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

New Target:	

Achieve, by 2010, universal access to treatment for HIV/AIDS for all who need it

Indicator

- Proportion of population with advanced HIV infection with access to antiretroviral drugs 
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MDG 7:	 Ensure environmental sustainability

New Target:	

Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving a significant reduction in the rate of loss by 2010

Indicators

- Proportion of terrestrial and marine areas protected
- Proportion of species threatened with extinction 
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ANNEX 2

Data challenges in preparing the MDG Report 2008

The team preparing the MDG Report 2008 closely examined existing data, as well as data sources used 
in the first MDG Report 2004, for inconsistencies and filling data gaps, wherever necessary and possible. 
A number of data-related challenges were identified that needed to be addressed at the outset: 

1. Get the baselines right. The MDGs set the benchmarks for monitoring progress from 1990, yet it is 
well-recognised that the country’s statistical capacity in 1990 was weak. At that time, there existed few 
household surveys, and the 1985 Population Census was the only large source of statistical data. The 
first LECS was conducted in 1992-93, the first MICS in 1997. 

Consequently, the 1990 baseline numbers for many targets are extrapolations of data collected later. 
Extrapolations rely upon assumptions, and it is important to first assess the reliability of the 1990 figures 
since the baseline figures were used to set the 2015 targets.  

2. Check for consistency and comparability across different data sources. The first MDG Report used 
many different data sources to put together the baseline figures, as well as figures for subsequent years 
to assess progress. These are not always comparable, and the lack of comparability across data sources 
can distort progress.

3. Check whether the target figures have been calculated correctly. Data for indicators pertaining 
to water and sanitation used in the MDGR 2004 reflect all the three challenges. The 1990 baseline 
figures were arrived at by extrapolating data from 2003; provincial data from 2001-02, which may not 
be comparable to the baseline figure, have been used to obtain the “most recent status;” and even 
assuming the baseline figure to be reliable, calculation of the 2015 targets are incorrect.

As a result of the preliminary data analysis, the baseline and target figures for some indicators were 
revised. In some cases, this required setting 1995 as the baseline year, when the first LECS data was 
available, and accordingly revising the targets on a pro rata basis. 
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