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1. Introduction 

Maternal health refers to the health of women 
during pregnancy, childbirth and the postnatal 
period. According to the World Health 
Organization (WHO), every day during 2023 
over 700 women died from preventable causes 
related to pregnancy and childbirth.1 While 
South Africa has made efforts to improve 
maternal health services, including free antenatal 
care and antiretroviral treatment for HIV-positive 
pregnant women, issues persist. Despite a 
decline in the maternal mortality rate, it remains 
high compared to other countries, and the WHO 
notes that “addressing inequalities that affect 
health outcomes, especially sexual and 
reproductive health and rights and gender2, is 
fundamental to ensuring all women have access 
to respectful and high-quality maternity care”.3 

2. Maternal Deaths

A maternal death is a death due to complications 
related to pregnancy or childbirth, occurring 
when a woman is pregnant, or within six weeks 
of the end of the pregnancy from any cause 
related to or aggravated by the pregnancy or its 
management. According to the WHO, most 
maternal deaths are preventable with timely 
management by a skilled health professional 
working in a supportive environment, as the 
health-care solutions to prevent or manage 
complications are well known. The most common 
direct causes of maternal injury and death are 
excessive blood loss, infection, high blood 
pressure and obstructed labour, as well as 
indirect causes such as anaemia, malaria, and 
heart disease. These problems also contribute to 
premature birth, low birth weight, and other 
complications that can have long-term effects on 

the child’s physical and mental development.4 

All women need access to high quality care in 
pregnancy, and during and after childbirth. 
Maternal health and newborn health are closely 
linked. It is particularly important that all births 
are attended by skilled health professionals, as 
timely management and treatment can make the 
difference between life and death for the mother 
as well as for the newborn.5  In order to reduce 
the number of maternal deaths, women need 
access to good-quality antenatal and postnatal 
health care and effective interventions. 

3. The Development Goals

Both the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) 
and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) 
targeted maternal health. MDG 5 sought to 
reduce the maternal mortality ratio by three 
quarters between 1990 and 2015 and to achieve, 
by 2015, universal access to reproductive health. 
Despite a significant reduction in the number of 
maternal deaths – from an estimated 523 000 in 
1990 to 289 000 in 2013 – the rate of decline 
was less than half of what is needed to achieve 
the MDG target of a three quarters reduction in 
the mortality ratio by 2015. 

SDG 3.1 aims to reduce the global maternal 
mortality ratio to less than 70 per 100 000 live 
births by 2030. In 2023, an estimated 260 000 
women died from pregnancy- or childbirth-
related causes, equivalent to one woman every 
two minutes. While this represents a 40 per cent 
reduction since 2000, the global Maternal 
Mortality Ratio (MMR) of 197 deaths per 100 
000 live births remains nearly three times higher 
than the SDG target of 70 per 100 000 by 2030.6 
The world is currently off-track to meet the SDG 
target for maternal survival.
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4. Trends in Maternal Mortality  

On 7th April 2025, which is World Health Day, the 
WHO released the Trends in Maternal Mortality 
2000-2023 Report on behalf of the United Nations 
Maternal Mortality Estimation Inter-Agency 
Group. This year is dedicated to maternal and 
newborn health and survival. The report 
provides global, regional and country-level 
estimates for maternal deaths.7 Nearly 70 per 
cent of all maternal deaths occurred in sub-
Saharan Africa, where conflict and health system 
fragility continue to drive poor outcomes. 
Addressing inequalities that affect health 
outcomes, especially sexual and reproductive 
health rights and gender issues, is fundamental 
to ensuring that all women have access to 
respectful and high-quality maternity care.8 

The focus of this year’s campaign, entitled 
‘Healthy beginnings, hopeful futures’, “comes at a 
crucial moment, aiming to help countries regain 
lost progress while showcasing new research 
and evidence that will enhance the health of 
women and babies globally,” said Dr Anshu 
Banerjee, Director of Maternal, Newborn, Child 
and Adolescent Health and Ageing at the WHO. 
“As rollbacks to humanitarian assistance 
jeopardize a critical lifeline for millions, it will 
also be an opportunity to step up support and 
collaboration for global health – and deliver 
hope to those in urgent need of lifesaving care.”9 

Maternal mortality rates in South Africa have 
seen periods of decline and increase, with the 
COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacting the 
numbers. The pandemic led to a rise in maternal 
deaths, primarily due to direct and indirect 
effects on the healthcare system. South Africa’s 
MMR has fluctuated between 88.3 and 140 per 
100 000 live births, with the period of April 2014 
to March 2024 showing a decreasing trend, the 
latest figure being around 100.6 per 100 000 live 
births for 2023/24.10 

5. Teenage Pregnancy 

Teenage or adolescent pregnancy is a global 
phenomenon with clearly known causes and 
serious health, social and economic consequences. 
It is is a leading cause of death globally among 
15–19-year-old girls.11 “Early pregnancies can 
have serious physical and psychological 
consequences for girls and young women, and 
often reflect fundamental inequalities that affect 
their ability to shape their relationships and 

their lives,” said Dr Pascale Allotey, Director of 
Sexual and Reproductive Health and Research at 
WHO and the United Nations’ Special Programme 
in Human Reproduction (HRP). “Tackling this 
issue therefore means creating conditions where 
girls and young women can thrive – by ensuring 
they can stay in school, be protected from 
violence and coercion, access sexual and 
reproductive health services that uphold their 
rights and have real choices about their futures”.12 

Globally the adolescent birth rate for girls 10–14 
years in 2023 was estimated at 1.5 per 1000 
women, with higher rates in sub-Saharan Africa. 
2019 figures showed that teenage girls aged 
15–19 years in low- and middle-income countries 
had an estimated 21 million pregnancies each 
year, of which approximately 50% were 
unintended and which resulted in an estimated 
12 million births. Teenage mothers face higher 
risks of pre-eclampsia, eclampsia, puerperal 
endometritis and systemic infections than 
women aged 20–24 years, and babies of 
adolescent mothers face higher risks of low birth 
weight, preterm birth and severe neonatal 
conditions.

Child sexual abuse increases the risk of 
unintended pregnancies. A  WHO report 
published in 2021 estimated that 120 million 
girls aged under 20 years were subjected to 
sexual violence by someone other than a 
partner.13 These early pregnancies often come 
with serious consequences for young mothers 
and their children. They are linked to lower 
education levels, poorer health outcomes, and 
reduced economic opportunities.14 Preventing 
pregnancy and pregnancy-related mortality and 
morbidity among adolescents is foundational to 
achieving positive health outcomes across the 
life course and imperative for achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) related 
to maternal and newborn health.15

6. Teenage Pregnancy in South Africa 

Teenage pregnancy remains a significant issue in 
South Africa, with high rates and concerning 
consequences. South Africa has one of the highest 
rates of teenage pregnancy globally, with nearly 
one in four girls becoming pregnant before the 
age of 20.16 In 2024 the then Minister of Women, 
Youth and Persons with Disabilities, Dr 
Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma, raised concerns that 
the phenomenon of teenage pregnancy has 
devastating social and economic costs, saying 
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that “early pregnancy in South Africa forces 
many girls to drop out of school and traps others 
in a cycle of poverty and leaves most stigmatised 
by society for being teenage mothers or forced 
into early marriages”.17 She announced that 
South Africa had recorded an estimated 150 000 
girls between the ages of 10 and 19 falling 
pregnant in the 2022/23 financial year. 
Furthermore, she said, “What is particularly 
disheartening is that individuals who became 
parents during this period were hardly teenagers, 
with some cases reported constituting statutory 
rape”.18 Bhekisisa Health Journalism reported in 
January 2025 that “for the past five years, about 
130  000 adolescent girls have given birth in 
South Africa each year – it means one in every 
seven babies are born to teenagers”.19 

In a decisive move aimed at protecting children 
in a country grappling with high rates of teenage 
pregnancy and sexual violence, the Department 
of Basic Education introduced a policy mandating 
that schools report statutory rape when a learner 
under 16 becomes pregnant by an older 
partner.20 Mandatory reporting by teachers is 
considered crucial in preventing and addressing 
statutory rape, as educators are often among the 
first adults to be aware of these situations, and 
therefore have a role in protecting vulnerable 
children.21 MP Joy Maimela, Chairperson of the 
Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on Basic 
Education, said that “addressing teenage 
pregnancy in South Africa requires a multifaceted 
approach, focusing on education, healthcare 
access and community involvement to safeguard 
the rising futures of our young girls”.22    

A former teacher who impregnated a learner 
twice, and infected her with HIV, was ordered by 
a court to pay maintenance for the child he 
fathered with the schoolgirl.23 The Daily Maverick 
reported that this case occurred amid increasing 
alarm about the prevalence of sexual misconduct 
in SA schools. It was reported that a total of 111 
school sexual misconduct cases were referred to 
the Education Labour Relations Council between 
April 2024 and March 2025, compared to 82 
between April 2023 and March 2024. 
Furthermore, the Department of Basic Education 
(DBE) recently reported in Parliament that 91 
children had reportedly been raped on school 
premises between April and June 2024.24

Community news agency Groundup published a 
heartbreaking account of an Eastern Cape 
teenager who had a miscarriage while she was 

hitchhiking to the nearest clinic in Mbongweni, 
Bizana, about 20 km from her home. This story 
well illustrates the vulnerability of those in rural 
areas who have little access to health care.25 
Furthermore, research conducted by Bhekisisa 
found that teenage pregnancy is “largely seen as 
a moral crisis, adolescent girls and young women 
are blamed and shamed – and that ends up 
affecting how they are treated, the support they 
receive, and their ability to access critical health 
services”.26 

7. Maternal Health and Climate Change

Climate change poses significant risks to 
maternal health, both directly and indirectly. 
Extreme weather events, rising temperatures, 
and changes in disease patterns can lead to 
complications during pregnancy, increase the 
risk of preterm birth and low birth weight, and 
exacerbate existing health disparities. Although 
climate change is a global issue, its effects are 
not evenly distributed, with those at the bottom 
of the socio-economic hierarchy experiencing 
the worst of it. Africa already experiences the 
highest global rates of maternal and newborn 
mortality, and pregnant women in poorer areas 
are more likely to experience the risks associated 
with increased exposure to extreme heat and 
other dangerous weather events.27 

Furthermore, experts emphasize that “while 
climate change affects everyone, climate-related 
displacements and disruptions have severe 
consequences for those needing regular access 
to health services and social support. Infants and 
older people as well as pregnant women may 
have physiological risk factors, such as difficulties 
with temperature regulation, vulnerability to 
dehydration, and/or weaker immune systems. 
They also face disproportionate impacts from 
the indirect effects of climate change and related 
disasters, like food and water shortages and 
spikes in vector and water-borne diseases”.28

A recent study by Wits University found that 
rising global temperatures increase the risk of 
adverse pregnancy outcomes, including preterm 
births, low birth weight, and stillbirths. The 
research highlights how heat stress “affects 
maternal health, with links to hypertension, 
gestational diabetes, and long-term 
neurodevelopmental issues in newborns. 
Experts are calling for urgent policy changes, 
improved infrastructure, and better maternal 
healthcare to protect pregnant women, 
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particularly in vulnerable communities”.29 
Moreover, ambient air temperature  increases 
the likelihood of high blood pressure during 
pregnancy, low birth weight, preterm birth, and 
negative impacts on foetal brain and lung 
development. Matthew Chersich, a South African 
expert on climate and maternal health, has urged 
that “formulating, testing, costing, and scaling up 
solutions to protect pregnant women against 
high ambient temperatures is a major public 
health priority”.30 

8. HIV Infection

HIV infection during pregnancy poses significant 
risks to both the mother and the baby, impacting 
maternal health and pregnancy outcomes, and 
increasing the risk of mother-to-child 
transmission. HIV-infected pregnant women face 
a significantly higher risk of death during 
pregnancy and the postpartum period compared 
to uninfected women, and this is a particular 
problem in resource-poor settings.31 Many 
babies born to mothers living with HIV are 
either premature or have low birth weight.32 
Effective interventions, particularly antiretroviral 
therapy (ART) and prevention of mother-to-
child transmission (PMTCT) programmes, are 
crucial for mitigating these risks and ensuring 
positive outcomes for both mother and child. 

Unfortunately, the Trump administration has 
frozen all funding for the President’s Emergency 
Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), of which South 

Africa was a major beneficiary. These 
unprecedented aid cuts will cause not only an 
increase in the incidence of HIV in areas that 
received PEPFAR funding, but also in the number 
of deaths due to HIV.33 PEPFAR funding made up 
around 17 per cent of South Africa’s HIV 
programme, much of which went towards 
employing staff in 27 high HIV burden districts. 
Since the funding withdrawal, more than 8 000 
people have lost their jobs, while in the 
Johannesburg area alone there has been a 30 per 
cent decline in HIV diagnoses.34 Activists have 
been critical of the Department of Health for the 
lack of disclosure of plans to address the resultant 
gaps in services for HIV prevention, diagnosis 
and treatment.35 This is a threat to maternal, 
newborn and child health.

9. Conclusion

Maternal health is an essential component of the 
general health of a society and is a prerequisite 
for the healthy development of the child. At the 
same time, simply surviving pregnancy and 
childbirth can never be the marker of successful 
maternal health care. It is critical to expand 
efforts aimed at reducing maternal injury and 
disability in order to promote health and well-
being. As Dr Pascale Allotey says, “It is not 
sufficient that women survive childbirth, they 
must also be able to enjoy their lives in good 
health. Women and girls everywhere need access 
to health providers who listen to their concerns 
and meet their needs”.36

1 https://tinyurl.com/yc7esk63 
2 Secular organizations including the WHO may include contraception and abortion as part of sexual 
and reproductive health care. While the church does not hold to such a view it remains an important 
secular view. However, for the purposes of this Briefing Paper sexual and reproductive health refers to 
the antenatal and postnatal care of mothers and does not include contraception and abortion.
3 https://www.who.int/health-topics/maternal-health 
4 https://tinyurl.com/2wpfwtxb 
5 https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/maternal-mortality   
6 https://data.unicef.org/resources/trends-in-maternal-mortality-2000-to-2023/   
7 As well as showing where these deaths are happening and varying levels of progress around the 
world, this will also be the first global report to capture the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
maternal survival.
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9 https://www.who.int/news/item/21-02-2025-world-health-day-2025-to-spotlight-women-and-
babies--survival--urging-solidarity-at-a-critical-moment-for-global-health 
10 https://www.spotlightnsp.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/media-query-response-13-
sept-2024-1.pdf 
11 https://www.who.int/news/item/23-04-2025-who-releases-new-guideline-to-prevent-adolescent-
pregnancies-and-improve-girls--health 
12 https://www.who.int/news/item/23-04-2025-who-releases-new-guideline-to-prevent-adolescent-
pregnancies-and-improve-girls--health
13 https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240004191 
14 https://theconversation.com/does-free-schooling-give-girls-a-better-chance-in-life-burundi-study-
shows-the-poorest-benefited-most-253634?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%
15 https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/adolescent-pregnancy 
16 https://www.sanews.gov.za/south-africa/department-weighs-consequences-teenage-pregnancy 
17 https://www.sanews.gov.za/south-africa/department-weighs-consequences-teenage-pregnancy 
18 https://www.sanews.gov.za/south-africa/department-weighs-consequences-teenage-pregnancy 
19 https://bhekisisa.org/opinion/2025-01-24-6-million-young-moms-in-africa-are-not-in-school-they-
can-be/ 
20 https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202112/45580gen704.pdf#page=26 
21 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2025-05-07-teachers-caught-between-statutory-rape-
policy-and-reality/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_me 
22 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2025-01-16-time-to-call-the-pregnancy-of-young-girls-by-
its-real-name-rape-says-mp-joy-maimela/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&utm_
campaign=first_thing 
23 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2025-04-16-court-orders-ex-teacher-to-pay-maintenance-
for-child-he-fathered-with-schoolgirl/?utm_source=Sailthru&ut 
24 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2025-04-16-court-orders-ex-teacher-to-pay-maintenance-
for-child-he-fathered-with-schoolgirl/?utm_source=Sailthru&ut
25 https://groundup.org.za/article/young-woman-hitchhiking-to-nearest-to-the-clinic-delivers-her-
stillborn-baby-on-the-roadside/ 
26 https://bhekisisa.org/opinion/2025-04-02-blaming-the-wrong-girl-for-getting-pregnant/?utm_
source=Bhekisisa+in+your+inbox&utm_campaign=f16576580f-Bhekisisa_Newsletter_2_
April_2025__&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_cd2e6e958b-f16576580f-237092441&mc_ci 
27 https://groundup.org.za/article/what-to-expect-when-youre-expecting-during-a-climate-crisis/ 
28 Experts warn of serious health impacts from climate change for pregnant women, children, and 
older people
29 https://groundup.org.za/article/what-to-expect-when-youre-expecting-during-a-climate-crisis/ 
30 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10087975/pdf/IJGO-160-421.pdf 
31 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S002072921200152X#:~:text=HIV-
infected%20pregnant%20women%20have%20two%20to%2010,co-infections%252C%20and%20t 
32 https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2025-05-06-study-brings-hope-to-newborns-left-behind-
in-hiv-treatment-advances/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=email&u
33 https://www.ajmc.com/view/end-of-pepfar-funding-could-lead-to-tens-of-thousands-of-hiv-deaths 
34 https://health-e.org.za/2025/07/09/joburg-hiv-diagnoses-decline-us-funding-cuts/ 
35 https://health-e.org.za/2025/07/09/joburg-hiv-diagnoses-decline-us-funding-cuts/
36 https://www.who.int/news/item/21-02-2025-world-health-day-2025-to-spotlight-women-and-
babies--survival--urging-solidarity-at-a-critical-moment-for-global-health
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