every minute a woman dies in childbirth
or from pregnancy related complications
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UNFPA State of World Population Report tackles cultural issues and human rights 

and reveals worsening figures for Pacific Region
Bob McMullan MP, Parliamentary Secretary for International Development Assistance,
Ian Howie UNFPA Representative in Vietnam to launch report 

10.30am Wednesday 12 November 2008, room 2S3, Parliament House, Canberra

PNG's maternal mortality rate increases more than 56%, Solomon Islands' more than 69%.

The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) 2008 report shows more women are dying in childbirth or from related complications in our region.  In Papua New Guinea the maternal mortality rate has increased by more than 56% and in the Solomon Islands by more than 69% since the 2007 Report.  However, encouragingly in Timor-Leste the maternal mortality rate has decreased by more than 42% although the fertility rate remains one of the highest in the world at 6.48 children per woman. 
The State of World Population Report provides the world's most important data on population. It details figures for infant and maternal mortality and a host of other relevant data, annually.  This year as well as the data it looks at culture and human rights. The UNFPA believes women dying needlessly during pregnancy and human rights is a violation of human rights, women it explains are dying not only for medical reasons but because of the position of women in society and religious and cultural taboos. 
The Launch of the 2008 Report by Mr Bob McMullan MP and Mr Ian Howie, UNFPA will be hosted by the Chair of the Parliamentary Group on Population and Development, Senator Claire Moore, and the Australian Reproductive Health Alliance in Parliament House, Canberra at 10.30 am, Wednesday 12 November 2008. 
The Report Reaching Common Ground: Culture, Gender and Human Rights argues development strategies that are sensitive to cultural values can reduce harmful practices against women and promote human rights, including gender equality and women’s empowerment.
Culturally sensitive approaches are essential for reaching the Millennium Development Goals, says the report, including Goal 5: to improve maternal health. “To be healthy throughout the life cycle – before pregnancy, during pregnancy and after pregnancy – is a human right,” says Thoraya Ahmed Obaid, Executive Director of UNFPA.    

"Culturally sensitive approaches seek out creative solutions produced within cultures, and work with them. Communities have to look at their cultural values and practices and determine whether they impede or promote the realization of human rights. Then, they can build on the positive and change the negative,” she says. 
Despite many declarations and affirmations in support of women’s rights, the report argues, gender inequality is widespread and deep-rooted in many cultures. Coercive power relations underlie practices such as child marriage - a leading cause of obstetric fistula and maternal death - and female genital mutilation or cutting. These and other harmful practices continue in many countries despite laws against them. Women may even support them, believing that they protect their children and themselves. 

The report emphasises the importance of a culturally sensitive approach not only to development, but also to humanitarian response. It stresses that humanitarian assistance in conflicts must protect whatever progress women have made towards gender equality, including reproductive health and rights. Describing women as victims and men as aggressors ignores cultural realities and the variety of responsibilities that women take in wartime as heads of household, breadwinners, caregivers and combatants. 

“Cultures change, for better or worse, in good times and bad. The report is about promoting human rights in all circumstances,” says Ms. Obaid. “Culture is not a wall to tear down. It is a window to see through, a door to open to make greater progress for human rights.”
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