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) had no idea, that there were so
many women out there suffering the
same fate as mine", says a surprised

Zinara from Kushtia. She is one amongst

many women recovering in the post-

operative ward of the National Fistula

Centre at the Dhaka Medical College

Hospital. Zinara had to undergo surgery to

repair her obstetric fistula.

Obstetric fistula is a childbirth injury
that is usually caused by prolonged,
obstructed labour, without timely medical
intervention. During this period the sus-
tained pressure of the baby's head on the
mother's pelvic bone damages soft tissue,
creating a hole - a fistula- in the birth
canal. The fistula causes a constant leaking,
causing the girls and women to lose con-
trol of bodily functions. The only treat-
ment for obstetric fistula is a surgical pro-
cedure where the hole in the birth canal is
repaired. Obstetric fistula has been recog-
nized as a medical condition but now it
needs to be acknowledged as a social one
that requires attention and sensitivity.

The number of girls and women with
obstetric fistula cases in Bangladesh is
unknown; a survey is currently underway
to determine the figures.Between 50 and
80 percent of women under the age of 20
in poor countries develop obstetric fistulas,
and the youngest patients are merely 12
to13 years old. Due to the lack of educa-
tion and inability to access proper health
care these young girls live with this condi-
tion for years untreated, ashamed, and
humiliated and in worse cases shunned by
their own families; communities will even
go as far as to justify the girls' suffering as a
punishment or curse. The victims of the
debilitating condition are often divorced
from their husbands,and forced to live on
their own without social interactions or
possibilities to work. These women then
face further poverty and the additional
psychological distress of losing a child (in
most cases prolonged labour leads to the
death of the child).

Poverty lies at the root of this suffering.
The widely practiced tradition of child
marriage puts young girls under immense
social pressure to conceive right after
marriage; unknowingly this makes them
likelier to develop obstetric fistula during the
delivery of the child, as their bodies are not
matured enough for the strenuous delivery.

The United Nations Population Fund
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(UNFPA) has been working with the
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare to
ensure victims of fistula receive the treat-
ment and rehabilitation they need. As part
of these efforts doctors are trained and
learn from renowned national and interna-
tional fistula surgeons. Furthermore 500
midwives will graduate from a UNFPA
supported program and will provide a
whole continuum of care such as adoles-
cent health care, family planning, antenatal
care, safe delivery and early detection of
complications which can prevent fistula as
well as ensure the lives of mothers and
babies. UNFPA is the sole organization to
support all rehabilitation centres in the
country; one of them is located in
Bokshibazaar near the Dhaka Medical
College Hospital. At the rehabilitation
centre, survivors of fistula are provided
with skill training to aid their rehabilita-
tion and integration back into their own
communities. Other private facilities run
with support of the development partners
and dedicated fistula surgeons.

Ways to prevent obstetric fistula start by,

Delaying marriage: The younger the girl
the likelier that she will die or develop
obstetric fistula during labour.

Birth spacing: Providing women access
to family planning services reduces proba-
bilities of developing obstetric fistula.

Attending health care services: Antenatal
visits, delivering at the health facilities with
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the help of a midwife and attending
postnatal care visits ensure early detection
of complications.

Comprehensive sexuality education for
boys and girls: When girls are educated
about the rights concerning their body and
reproduction and get necessary services,
rate of maternal complications and mortal-
ity decreases. Communities need to be
made aware of preventive measures against
obstetric fistula and the treatments that are
currently available so that women have a
chance at a better life. Most women who
recover from obstetric fistula through sur-
gery, become community fistula advocates.
They educate their community and women
regarding the availability of treatment for
obstetric fistula.

The 23rd of May is the International
Day to End Obstetric Fistula. The theme
for 2015: "End Fistula Now, Restore
Women's Dignity" lies at the heart of
UNFPA's goals to improve maternal health
in Bangladesh. The eradication of fistula
can be achieved through the cooperation
and commitment from all strata of society,
including individuals, families, health-care
providers and leaders.

Zinara was lucky, she survived the com-
plications related to giving birth at too
young an age and has received treatment
and rehabilitation for obstetric fistula.
Many other girls and women have not
been so lucky:.

Veil of Shame.........

SUPRITI SARKAR

S I walk up to her, I cannot help but
A notice how innocent Sabrina's smile is.

Her eyes look tired and shows signs of
being through an ordeal, yet that still does not
stop her from turning red and looking towards
her mother when I ask her how old she is.
Sabrina's medical charts say she is 25 but her
mother is not sure if she is 20 or 21 years old.

Sabrina from Sunamganj, is one of the

thousands of young girls who suffer from an
obstetric fistula and has undergone surgery,
to repair it at the National Institute of Fistula
at the Dhaka Medical College Hospital
(DMCH). When asked how she developed
the condition she tells me that when she was
16 years old she was married off and soon
became pregnant with her first child. When
she was in labour, the Dai was unable to

deliver the child. “I was in excruciating pain. I

thought I would die. Only the baby's head
was out and then the Dai told my relatives to

take me to the nearest hospital”, says Sabrina.

Once at the hospital, doctors performed an
emergency caesarian to deliver the child.
Sadly, it did not survive. When her mother-
in-law discovered Sabrina's incontinence, as a

result of the fistula that developed during the
prolonged and obstructed labour she ordered
her son to take her back to her mother's.
According to Sabrina, her mother-in-law told
her husband, “What will you do with a sick
wife? There is no point of her living with us
anymore. We do not need to be burdened
with her or her sickness”. She continued to
tell me how humiliating it was to live in such
conditions, Constantly washing her clothes
and always shying away from social interac-
tions. “ The winter nights were the hardest. ”
recalls Sabrina. When I asked her how she
had found out about the treatment of obstet-
ric fistula, she said that a woman from her
neighbouring community had informed her
about the treatment being available at
DMCH. “I am finally free of this sickness. I
cannot wait to go back home”

A large number of the patients at the ward
are more than 50 years old and have been
suffering from this condition for over 35
years. For now it seems like only through
word of mouth the treatment for obstetric
fistula has been reaching women suffering
from the debilitating condition. Living in
rural communities, women still feel a sense
of shame and are unwilling to come forward
and seek help for obstetric fistula.

KNOWLEDGE CORNER - OBSTETRICFISTULA

Prof. Dr. Ferdousilslam(Lipi)
Head of the Department of Obstetrics &
Gynaecology
Dhaka Medical College& Hospital
Symptoms of obstetric fistula include:
Continuous dribbling of urine and no urge
for urination
Flatulence, urinary or fecal incontinence,
Foul-smelling discharge from birth canal,
repeated infection in the urinary tract or
birth canal,
Irritation or pain in the birth canal or
surrounding areas,
Pain during intercourse.
If left untreated, Obstetric fistula leads to:
Continuous leaking of urine, feces, and blood.
To avoid the dripping, women limit water
intake and liquid which potentially leads to
dangerous cases of dehydration.
Ulceration and infections can persist as well
as kidney disease and kidney failure.
Chances of conceiving a healthy baby is
limited.

WHERE CAN I GET HELP?

The following UNFPA supported govern-
ment medical institutes around the country
provide treatment for obstetric fistula:

1. Dhaka Medical College Hospital

2.5ir Salimullah Medical College Hospital

3.Mymensingh Medical College Hospital

4.Rajshahi Medical College Hospital
5.Rangpur Medical College Hospital
6.Bogra Medical College Hospital

7.Barisal Medical College Hospital

8.Chittagong Medical College Hospital

9.Khulna Medical College Hospital

10. Sylhet Medical College Hospital

Operation and Recovery details:

The duration of the procedure to repair a fistula
depends on the size and complication. Smaller
fistulas take a maximum of half an hour to repair,
but larger ones are more complicated and can take
between two and three hours. The success rates for
obstetric fistula repair are high, 90% for small
ones and 80% for more complicated cases.
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