
look ing for ways to re duce the District’s high ma ter nal mor tal ity rate.

D.C. moth ers are twice as likely to die be cause of preg nancy than the av er age Amer i can woman.
The city’s ma ter nal mor tal ity rate — among the na tion’s high est — has cap tured the at ten tion of lo cal
lead ers and those in Congress, who say avoid able deaths of moth ers are un ac cept able in the na tion’s
cap i tal.

Mayor Muriel E. Bowser (D) plans to sign leg is la tion passed last week by the D.C. Coun cil to form
a com mis sion to in ves ti gate deaths re lated to child birth and rec om mend ways to ad dress the root
causes.

Mean while, the chair men of con gres sional sub com mit tees over see ing Med i caid spend ing have
asked the District’s health depart ment and its only pub lic hospi tal to ex plain what they’re do ing to
pre vent these deaths.

About 41 women in the District die for every 100,000 live births, ac cord ing to an anal y sis of
20102014 fed eral health data by United Health Foun da tion. That com pares with about 20 deaths for
every 100,000 births in the United States, which has the high est ma ter nal mor tal ity rate of any de vel- 
oped coun try.

“There’s no ques tion we are in a ma ter nal health cri sis,” said D.C. Coun cil mem ber Charles Allen
(D-Ward 6), who wrote the bill to create a ma ter nal mor tal ity re view com mit tee.

What is in ques tion is what’s driv ing ma ter nal deaths.

Law mak ers are try ing to de ter mine why the District’s ma ter nal mor tal ity rate is
among the na tion’s high est

Lawmakers are
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Sus pected fac tors in clude women en ter ing preg nancy with a va ri ety of other health prob lems,
moth ers start ing pre na tal care too late and even the stress of racism faced by black res i dents.

City health of fi cials cau tion that the ma ter nal mor tal ity rate alone doesn’t tell the full pic ture.
Fewer than 10 women a year are dy ing, a rel a tively small num ber that makes it hard to spot pat terns,
they said.

“We know that a woman’s health be fore preg nancy is crit i cal for the health of moms and ba bies,”
An jali Tal walkar, a se nior deputy di rec tor in the city’s health depart ment, said in a

state ment. “That’s why we tar get the lead ing causes of poor birth out comes in the District with
pro grams that, for in stance, help women stop smok ing, con trol weight, treat di a betes and hy per ten- 
sion, etc.”

Health ad vo cates say ma ter nal deaths, even if they are low in num ber, de mand at ten tion.
“It will al ways be ur gent when we are at risk of los ing moms,” said Ruqiyyah Abu-An bar, an early

child hood pol icy fel low at the re search and advocacy group D.C. Ac tion for Chil dren. “Ma ter nal mor- 
tal ity is a re flec tion of how we care for women.”

The city’s in fant mor tal ity rate is also trou bling to pol i cy mak ers. In South east D.C., ba bies die at
more than twice the rate of the United States as a whole and nearly 10 times the rate of those in af flu- 
ent North west Wash ing ton.

The scru tiny of the District’s ma ter nal mor tal ity rate fol lows sev eral trou bling de vel op ments for
ex pec tant moth ers.

Last year, District reg u la tors shut down the ma ter nity ward and nurs ery at the city-owned United
Med i cal Cen ter in South east af ter an in ves ti ga tion found re peated lapses in care for Some sha Ay obo,
a preg nant woman who died shortly af ter she was ad mit ted to the hospi tal.

Her death caught the at ten tion of con gres sional law mak ers. Last Mon day, they sent a let ter ask ing
the D.C. Depart ment of Health about its ef forts to mon i tor and ad dress ma ter nal and in fant mor tal- 
ity, and a let ter ask ing about United Med i cal Cen ter’s proto- cols for car ing for women in high-risk
preg nan cies.

“While some progress in re duc ing in fant mor tal ity and im prov ing health care out comes for moth- 
ers and their in fants has been made, there is a clear need to im prove ma ter nal and in fant health in
the District of Columbia,” wrote U.S. Reps. Michael C. Burgess (R-Tex.) and Gregg Harper (R-Miss.)
in both let ters. “Moth ers and their in fants should never ex pe ri ence se ri ous ad verse or even fa tal
events due to avoid able fail ures from stake hold ers that com prise the Med i caid safety net.”

United Med i cal Cen ter’s board voted in De cem ber to close its ob stet rics unit, weeks af ter Prov i- 
dence Hospi tal in North east also closed its ma ter nity ward. That left many ex pec tant moth ers who
live in poor com mu ni ties east of the Ana cos tia River mul ti ple bus rides away from the near est hospi- 
tal.

More over, the District ended MedS tar’s con tract to man age care for Med i caid re cip i ents last fall,
forc ing some women to seek new providers for pre na tal care.

“It took this col lec tion of in de pen dent events that hap pened con sec u tively for peo ple to re al ize,
oh, this is a prob lem,” said Shana Bart ley, act ing ex ec u tive di rec tor of D.C. Ac tion for Chil dren.

But to ad dress the prob lem of ma ter nal mor tal ity, ad vo cates say they need bet ter data.
When new born ba bies, chil dren and peo ple with devel op ment dis abil i ties die in the District,

teams of rep re sen ta tives from gov ern ment agen cies, health-care or ga ni za tions and com mu nity
groups ex am ine the cir cum stances of the death and look for pat terns.



The new Ma ter nal Mor tal ity Re view Com mit tee will do the same for moth ers and pro duce an an- 
nual re port with the chief med i cal ex am iner’s of fice.

“It looks at every one of these deaths as un ac cept able and asks how could we have avoided it, how
could this have been pre vented, and come up with the so lu tions to ad dress the causes,” said Allen.

Of par tic u lar in ter est is the dis par ity in these deaths. In fant mor tal ity rates are much higher for
black ba bies in poor neigh bor hoods of the District than in more af flu ent, white neigh bor hoods — and
na tional data backs up sim i lar racial dis par i ties for ma ter nal deaths.

“Hope fully, we are go ing to be look ing at where the women are dy ing, where in the city they live,
and one is sue that comes up a lot is racial dis par ity, and that’s re ally a na tion wide prob lem,” said
Con nie Bo hon, a gy ne co logic on col o gist who has worked on the is sue with the Amer i can Board of Ob- 
stet rics and Gy ne col ogy.

The Com mu nity of Hope clinic in North east em ploys mid wives who coun sel ex pec tant moth ers
through out preg nancy, make home vis its and de liver ba bies in low-risk preg nan cies. Ma ter nal mor- 
tal ity is of ten on the mind of staff, if not their pa tients.

“The one per son who men tioned it was a woman here on a visa from Europe, here for a school
thing. She read a whole bunch of re ports on it and was pretty freaked out,” said Ebony Mar celle, the
or ga ni za tion’s di rec tor of mid wives. “But she’s not a woman of color, and I said, ‘Your odds are pretty
good.’ Pa tients here are just try ing to sur vive.”

One of those pa tients, Ali cia Byrd, said she doesn’t give too much thought to the city’s ma ter nal
mor tal ity rate, which she read about once. With her third child due on March 20, Byrd does worry
about com pli ca tions and de liv er ing in an un fa mil iar en vi ron ment.

Paris Carter, a staffer at Com mu nity of Hope who over sees a sup port group of six women in clud- 
ing Byrd, said she also felt leery about doc tors when she had her baby.

“I felt as a Med i caid pa tient I was . . .”
“Brushed off?” Byrd in ter jected.
“Ex actly,” Carter re sponded. “‘We’ll give you the bare min i mum; show up at the hospi tal and have

your baby, and you’ll be fine.’ I don’t think that’s safe.”
Com mu nity of Hope says mak ing its pre dom i nantly black pa tients feel wel come is cru cial to their

safety, so women come for care reg u larly dur ing preg nancy and prob lems that ne ces si tate re fer rals to
hos pi tals are spot ted early. That in cludes hav ing women of color on staff, of fer ing gifts for the chil- 
dren and yoga classes for the moth ers.

“If you go to places and feel like peo ple are judg ing you and are not nice to you, you aren’t go ing to
go,” said Mar celle. “There’s a de cent amount of women not get ting treat ment. Pe riod.”

“It will al ways be ur gent when we are at risk of los ing moms. Ma ter nal mor tal ity is a re flec tion of
how we care for women.” Ruqiyyah Abu-An bar, D.C. Ac tion for Chil dren


