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AN OVERVIEW
Afghanistan is one of the world’s poorest and least developed countries. 
Continued violence and recurrent natural disasters mean that humanitarian 
conditions have steadily deteriorated. The country has some of the worst 
health care indicators in the world. Mothers here are among those most 
likely to die in childbirth1 and tragically one in ten children die before their fifth 
birthday. The British Red Cross has been supporting the Afghanistan Red 
Crescent and International Federation of the Red Cross’ (IFRC) community-
based health programme since 2008, helping vulnerable communities and 
households in the remote and hard to reach2 Balkh province. By utilising 
networks of local volunteers and community leaders, the project focuses on 
improving predominantly women and children’s health, nutrition, sanitation, 
and access to medical facilities. Since its launch the project has been 
incredibly successful with evaluations showing an 85 per cent reduction in the 
number of children dying before their fifth birthday. The British Red Cross is 
now helping to expand this project so that more women and children have  
a chance at a healthier and longer life. Who is affected?

1 http://www.redcross.org.uk/What-we-do/Health-and-social-care/Health-issues/
Community-healthcare/Healthcare-in-Afghanistan/A-dangerous-place-to-be-a-mum

2 http://www.redcross.org.uk/What-we-do/Health-and-social-care/Health-issues/
Community-healthcare/Healthcare-in-Afghanistan/A-dangerous-place-to-be-a-mum

AFGHANISTAN: 

KEEPING MOTHERS AND 
CHILDREN HEALTHY 

SUPPORTING WOMEN AND GIRLS



WHO IS AFFECTED?
A lack of access to health facilities, poor nutrition, dirty 
water, and poor sanitation and hygiene practices have 
had a widespread impact on the Afghan people. This 
is especially acute for pregnant women and children, 
as limited maternal health centres mean many women 
give birth at home without clean water or a midwife. 
Every two hours an Afghan woman dies due to 
complications from pregnancy3. Food shortages and 
a lack of knowledge about nutrition also adversely 
affect families, as children suffer major setbacks in 
their physical and mental development due to chronic 
nutritional deficiencies4. Vulnerabilities are magnified 
by poor sanitation and hygiene practices. Only 27 per 
cent of the population has access to clean drinking 
water and 45 per cent of people in urban areas do 
not have access to safe sanitation. 

3 Ibid: https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/health_nutrition.html

4 https://www.unicef.org/afghanistan/health_nutrition.html

WHAT IS LIFE LIKE FOR WOMEN AND 
CHILDREN?
Life is very difficult for women and girls, especially  
in remote areas. The combination of poverty, 
protracted conflicts and violence, conservative values, 
and low literacy rates has posed particular challenges 
for improving their well-being.  The lack of access 
to basic education around nutrition and sanitation 
poses a difficulty for women who are often the main 
family carers. Simple health and hygiene practices 
which could drastically reduce child mortality are 
not prevalent throughout more vulnerable Afghan 
communities, as they are not consistently taught. 
While Afghan women look to improve opportunities 
for their families, they are often left without the 
appropriate tools to do so.

Everyone, whoever and wherever they  
are, should have access to safe drinking  
water, sanitation and hospital facilities.  
We see a future where women and children  
in Afghanistan have the chance to thrive,  
living happy, healthy, and fuller lives. 
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KEY STATISTICS  

Life can be very challenging for young women 
in remote areas like Balkh province. Although 
younger Afghan women may not have a voice 
and decision making powers, grandmothers 
do. They can help raise awareness within the 
family of the importance of health care and 
eating well, especially for young women in the 
family who are pregnant. 

Fatima, a mother-of-three noticed a big 
difference between the birth of her youngest 
child and her first two deliveries.

“Previously I didn’t know the benefit of 
antenatal care during pregnancy,” she said.

“However after taking part in training from 
the grandmother committee, I realised how 
antenatal and postnatal care are important.” 

The programme helped more than 22,000 
people between January and June 2016. 

An evaluation of the programme 
in 2016 found that it: reduced 
child mortality by 85 per cent and 
increased community knowledge  
in first aid and general health 
practices for common illnesses  
like diarrhoea from 24 per cent in  
2010-2012, to 53 per cent in 2016.

The child mortality rate is now 

less than half 
of the national average in the 
villages that have already been 
helped by the Red Cross 
community-based health 
programme started  
in 2008. 

FATIMA’S STORY
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WHAT CAN THE BRITISH  
RED CROSS DO? 

Improve the public health 
and hygiene knowledge of 
women in remote areas via 
grandmother committees. 

Grandmothers are highly respected 
in Afghan society, thus by training 
grandmother committees to carry out 
health education and hygiene messages 
aimed at women, we are able to deliver 
important information which traditionally 
would be challenging to disseminate. 
Simple messages around family planning, 
health, hygiene and nutrition drastically 
improve the quality of life in these 
vulnerable communities. 

Extend the reach of medical 
facilities and personnel so 
that the most vulnerable and 
remote communities can 

access medical support. Mobile health 
teams, including midwifery support, are 
able to reach areas without any health-
care facilities, providing a range of much 
needed health services.

Introduce healthy eating 
and supplementary income 
generating activities to 
communities suffering from 

food insecurity, by providing the tools 
and means of setting up successful local 
poultry and vegetable farms. Increased 
nutritional value in diets will also improve 
maternal health throughout pregnancy 
and lead to healthier babies and children.   

Increase the capacity of  
the Afghan Red Crescent 
Society. Not only will this  
help us maximise our  

impact, but will also increase 
sustainability of the programme over  
the long term, as we enhance the 
capacity of the Afghan Red Crescent  
to run the programme successfully.

   It is only with your generous support that this 
already successful programme can be expanded 
to reach the most vulnerable people in six new 
areas. Your help will allow us to achieve this 
alongside the Afghan Red Crescent Society. We 
hope to continue this programme for three to five 
years, reaching 23,000 vulnerable households and 
expanding the mobile health teams to help 50,000 
people yearly in remote areas, providing timely 
sanitation, nutritional advice and much needed 
medical care. 

   £170,000 will allow for the set up and 
running of a mobile health team (MHT) for three 
years. This includes the procurement of a vehicle, 
the purchasing of equipment and the training and 
payment of staff. This will allow all staff in the MHT 
to work on average 20 days per month in remote 
areas which otherwise would not have access to 
health care.

   £50,000 will allow a new mobile health 
team to be set up, which would include the 
procurement of a vehicle and the purchasing of 
medical supplies.

   £10,000 will allow 50 households to receive 
the supplies and training to set up a small poultry 
farm. Each household will receive 20 chickens 
and the materials necessary to build, maintain and 
clean the chicken coop, as well as training on how 
to care for their farms.

   £5,000 would allow for the digging and 
construction of three wells, providing communities 
with clean drinking water much closer to home.

   £2,000 will give 250 households seed packs 
which will enable them to set up a kitchen garden 
which would allow them to diversify their diet and 
increase consumption of leafy green vegetables 
such as lettuce.

WITH YOUR SUPPORT:


