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You can help save the life of a woman
suffering with preventable childbirth injuries
Imagine you are in labour, giving birth at home with no
medical support. You are praying things will go well. They
don’t.
After four long days of excruciating obstructed labour, you
give birth to a stillborn baby. On top of this grief, you find
yourself unable to control your own bodily waste.
This is the tragic reality for too many Ethiopian women.
Obstetric fistula is a nightmare.

What is obstetric fistula?
Obstetric fistula is a medical condition in which a fistula
(hole) develops between the rectum and vagina or between
the bladder and vagina, following prolonged obstructed
childbirth, when adequate health and medical care has not
been available.
Symptoms of an obstetric fistula are urinary and/or faecal
incontinence that can lead to severe infections and
ulcerations.
Some patients, even more devastatingly, suffer from paralysis
caused by nerve damage.
Sufferers of obstetric fistula are often subject to severe
social stigma and outcast from their families and
communities causing additional suffering.

Every woman matters
Fistula is virtually non-existent in Europe and North America
thanks to access to health care. However it is estimated that a
staggering 500,000 women across 60 countries in Sub Saharan
Africa and Asia are living with untreated fistula.
Survivors, often voiceless and marginalised, tend to live in
impoverished countries, with the common thread of being poor,
rural and female.
The burden of living with obstetric fistula was reported by the
Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation in 2017 as comparable
to living with terminal cancer and double the burden of blindness.

Fistula in Ethiopia: How we are helping
In 2022, no woman should suffer the indignity of an obstetric
fistula, yet in Ethiopia, sadly, this devastating childbirth injury
affects around 1,000 women each year.
However, fistula can be repaired with a single life changing
surgery.
Founded by pioneering Australian surgeons Catherine and Reg
Hamlin, our work reflects a lifetime quest to provide worldleading treatment to some of the most marginalised women
in the world.
We are dedicated to restoring the health and dignity of
women who have survived fistula and exist to raise funds and
awareness for Hamlin Fistula Ethiopia, which treats over
3,200 women annually.

Maternal health in Ethiopia: the challenge
Ethiopia is one of the fastest growing economies in Africa,
but it carries an enormous population living in poverty,
struggling with a lack of health services.
For a population of over 112 million, Ethiopia has fewer than
626 obstetricians / gynaecologists and over 70 per cent of
women in Ethiopia give birth without a doctor or nurse
present.
This has a devastating impact - with approximately 11,000
women and girls dying during childbirth or as a result of
complications of childbirth each year.
In addition, another estimated 1,000 women survive, but
with an obstetric fistula.

Progress in the fight to end fistula
It is exciting to see that Ethiopia has made excellent
progress in reducing maternal mortality in recent years.
In 1990, the WHO reported the mortality rate for mothers
was 1,250 deaths in every 100,000 live births. Remarkably,
there has since been a 70% reduction, with current reports
stating 353 maternal deaths occur per 100,000 live births.
This is due to the Ethiopian health ministry working
together with NGOs including Hamlin to improve
accessibility to healthcare across the country.
However, progress in the global fight to end fistula has
been threatened by the pandemic. The support of donors is
now more important than ever.

A cost-effective, restorative surgery
Obstetric fistula can mostly be repaired with a single lifechanging fistula treatment surgery. For some, this can take
no more than two hours.
Following specialist surgery, most patients can return to
their previous lives, with restored health and confidence.
One standard fistula surgery at Hamlin Fistula Ethiopia
costs £750 and gives a woman her life back.
The Life You Can Save, an organisation focused on
identifying the most cost-effective interventions to tackle
global poverty describes the suffering and health burden
averted by fistula surgery as “comparable to the most costeffective health interventions, such as vaccines and bed
nets”.

Where we work
Today, Hamlin Fistula Ethiopia is a nationwide
healthcare network of over 550 Ethiopian staff
operating six fistula hospitals, a rehabilitation centre,
the Hamlin College of Midwives and over 40 Hamlinsupported rural midwifery clinics.
Hamlin Fistula Hospitals are located in the capital Addis
Ababa, Mekele and Bahir Dar in the north, Yirgalem in
the south, Harar in the east and Metu in the
southwest.

How we are making a difference:
Prevention
The key to a fistula-free Ethiopia, lies in preventative
measures.
The Hamlin College of Midwives trains and deploys
midwives to work in remote areas of Ethiopia – preventing
fistula injuries in the first place.
This provides thousands of rural women living in poverty
with skilled healthcare and family planning services, across
Ethiopia.
This year we will support midwives at more than 40 health
centres and train over 159 students at BSc and MSc level.

How we are making a difference:
Treatment
This year, we will provide 3,234 life changing surgeries for
women with childbirth injuries, including fistula and pelvic
organ prolapse, free of charge.
The Hamlin clinical team is globally renowned for its fistularepair treatment technique, training visiting surgeons from
all over the world.
Hospital teams will also conduct research and empower
fistula surgeons with more advanced skills through a
Urogynaecology Fellowship.

How we are making a difference:
Rehabilitation
We provide physical therapy and livelihoods training to
patients following fistula surgery.
This restores their self-esteem and capacity to generate
their own income after returning home to their
communities.
This year our goal is to provide 329 women in need with a
three-month counselling and skills training programme at
our rehabilitation centre Desta Mender and support them to
return home.
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Aster's story
After four agonising days in labour in her remote village with no
skilled birth attendant, Aster suffered a stillbirth and a double
fistula.
Fistula had never been seen in her village before and her family
thought it was incurable – so she lived with the condition for two
years. Eventually Aster’s father realised she couldn’t continue
living that way and sold the family’s cow to buy food to help Aster
regain her strength.
When she was ready, Aster made the two-day trek to the nearest
health centre, where she was immediately transferred to Yirgalem
Regional Fistula hospital and had a successful fistula surgery.
“The villagers were surprised when I returned back looking so
well and recovered, above all my father cried in happiness. God
helped me to get to Hamlin and receive such unconditional love
and care for free.” Aster

Take Action!
Become a Hamlin donor and empower
women every day at
hamlinfistulauk.org/donate
Sign up to receive Hamlin news at
hamlinfistulauk.org
Follow us on social media

