
a project in cooperation with the United Nations 

Population Fund (UNFPA) Zonta International 

has supported this project since 2008.  During 

the 2012-2014 Biennium, the program will move 

from project-based treatment to treatment  

integrated into the Government’s national health 

system.  The project will be expanded to  

provide support to women who have undergone 

unsuccessful fistula repair surgeries and women 

with fistulae that cannot be surgically repaired 

(inoperable). 

 

2012-2014 Funding: US$1,000,000 from the 

International Service Fund  

The UNFPA administration fee is 7 percent. 

 

BACKGROUND 
Liberia has an estimated population of 3.5  

million people with a high maternal mortality 

ratio estimated at 990 deaths per 100,000 live 

births, meaning that four women die every day 

in pregnancy or childbirth.  The life expectancy 

at birth for women is 59 years.  There are only 

three obstetricians and gynecologists in the  

entire country, and 54% of women deliver their 

babies at home.  While the exact prevalence of 

obstetric fistula in Liberia is unknown, it is  

estimated that there are 600-1,000 new cases 

of fistula every year.  Obstetric fistula is the 

most common form of fistula in Liberia,  

accounting for an estimated 86% of cases of 

fistulae operated on between 2007 and 2011; 

the remaining fistulae resulted from sexual  

violence, female genital mutilation/cutting 

(FGM) or malpractice fistula. 

 

WHAT IS OBSTETRIC FISTULA? 
Obstetric fistula is a childbirth injury caused by 

prolonged, obstructed labor without timely  

medical intervention, usually a caesarean  

section.  During unassisted, prolonged labor, 

the sustained pressure of the baby’s head on 

the mother’s pelvic bone damages her soft  

tissues and pelvic nerves, creating a hole – or 

fistula – between the vagina and bladder and/or 

rectum.  The pressure prevents blood flow to 

the tissue; and, eventually, the dead tissue 

peels off, damaging the original structure of the 

vagina, resulting in constant leaking of urine 

and/or feces through the vagina.  In most cases, 

the baby is stillborn; and, in some cases, the  

woman is left paralyzed. 

 

In addition to the physical 

consequences, fistula can also have social 

and psychological effects on patients.  Often 

there is stigma associated with this  

condition, and those women suffering from 

fistula are abandoned by their families and 

marginalized by their communities.   

Traumatic fistula, as a result of rape, adds 

to the psychological trauma, fear and stigma 

that follow rape, including the risk of  

unwanted pregnancy, vulnerability to  

sexually transmitted infections (STIs),  

including HIV, and decreased chances for 

women to get married, work or participate in 

the larger community. 

 

The average cost of fistula surgery and post

-operative care is approximately US$675, 

while the cost of social rehabilitation for a 

fistula survivor (provision of skills training 

and psychosocial support) is on average 

US$1,300. 

 

GLOBAL CAMPAIGN TO END  
FISTULA 
Obstetric fistula occurs disproportionately 

among impoverished women and girls,  

especially those women living far from  

medical services.  To address this issue, 

UNFPA and partners launched the Global 

Campaign to End Fistula in 2003.   

 

Fistula in Liberia—Zonta’s Impact 

Since 2008, Zonta International has been 

the major funder of the Liberia Fistula  

Project, a UNFPA-supported initiative to end 

the condition in Liberia.  With Zonta’s  

support, the project has: 

 

 Strengthened and equipped two fistula  

centers in Liberia – one in the capital,  

Monrovia, and another in Central Liberia. 

 Trained six doctors and more than 70  

nurses, midwives and physician assistants, 

who in turn treated 875 fistula patients. 

 Trained 20 fistula survivors, 16  

journalists and 10 students to serve as  

fistula advocates, disseminating information 

about the causes, preventions and  

treatment of obstetric fistula. 

 

 

Country Statistics 

 

Liberia 

Population  

(millions) – 3.5  

Surface Area  

(sq. km.) – 111,369 

GDP per capita  

(PPP US$) – 360 

Life expectancy at birth 

(years) –  

Men –  55.82 years  

Women – 59.04 years 

Human Development  

Index Rank 1-187 (1 is  

highest) – 182 

Seats held by women in  

Parliament (%) – 12.5 

Infant mortality rate (deaths 

per 1,000 live births) – 80 

Maternal mortality ratio  

(per 100,000 births) – 990 

Births attended by skilled 

health personnel (%) – 46.3 

Contraceptive prevalence 

rate (%) – 11.4 

Population with  

access to contraceptive  

services (%) – 11 

Female enrollment in  

primary education  

(%) – 65.6 

Internet users  

(per 100 people) – 0.1 

Population below $1 (PPP) 

per day (%) – 83.7 

Country statistics were taken from 

The Millennium Development Goals 

Report 2011. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Liberia Fistula Program 



 Trained 196 fistula survivors in income- 

generating activities and reintegrated them back 

into their communities. 

 

The project is sustainable because it has been 

integrated into the national health system and is 

implemented largely by the Ministry of Health and 

Social Welfare (MoHSW).  Treatment is free and 

is provided in government health facilities as part 

of comprehensive maternal health services, and 

fistula care and treatment are an integral part of 

the revised Sexual and Reproductive Health  

policy and plan for Liberia. 
 
GOAL 
In order to eliminate obstetric fistula in Liberia, 

the project has four objectives. 

 

Prevent 

 Prevent fistula from occurring in the first  

place; 

Treat 

 Provide quality treatment for women 

and girls living with fistula; 

Rehabilitate 

 Rehabilitate and reintegrate fistula  

survivors; and 

Support 

 Provide support to women with  

inoperable cases. 

 

Zonta International has supported this  

project since 2008.  This project aligns with the 

Zonta International Biennial Goals and  

Millennium Development Goal #5 – Improve  

maternal health.  Zonta’s support of the Liberia 

Fistula Program is helping to achieve universal 

access to reproductive health services in Liberia 

and is reducing the maternal mortality ratio 

through treatment of obstetric fistula. 

 

PROJECT ACTIVITIES  
 Prevent the occurrence of obstetric and  

traumatic fistula through national and community 

partnerships, greater emphasis on advocacy, 

community mobilization and education and a  

reduction in the use of harmful, traditional  

obstetric practices. 

 Provide quality surgical and  

non-surgical treatment for obstetric and traumatic 

fistula through a transition from campaign-based 

fistula units to permanent fistula units and an  

expansion of existing, quality treatment services. 

 Rehabilitate fistula survivors by equipping  

them with skills for economic empowerment 

and sustainability, preparing them for both 

social and economic reintegration into their 

communities. 
 Provide support to women with  

inoperable fistula cases or those survivors 

with a degree of continence, including  

medical and material support and access to 

income-generating activities. 

 
ANTICIPATED OUTCOMES 
Prevent 

 National task force on fistula  

strengthened and functioning 

 Fistula survivors, community leaders  

and traditional birth attendants, among  

others, trained to serve as advocates 

 Communication strategy to promote  

fistula prevention developed 

Treat 

 Fistula survivors tracked and  

subsequent pregnancies followed up to  

ensure hospital-based intervention  

(Caesarean-section) 

 Women with access to free and quality  

fistula treatment and care services 

 Health care providers trained in fistula  

management 

 At least two hospitals equipped to  

integrate fistula services into maternal 

health services 

 One hospital equipped as a center of 

excellence for fistula repair and training 

Rehabilitate 

 Fistula survivors receiving psychosocial  

counseling 

 Fistula survivors receiving vocational  

training 

Support 

 Inoperable fistula survivors receiving  

medical and material support 

 

 

 

 

 

Fistula parade during the launch 

of the 2011 Fistula Campaign in 

Kataka, Liberia. 

Two women wait to undergo 

surgery to repair obstetric  

fistulae. 

Fistula survivor making pastries. The 

Zonta-supported rehabilitation center 

helps survivors learn new skills that 

they can turn into a business when 

they return to their communities.  The 

profit from pastry-making has enabled 

her to build a house for her family.  


