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South-South in Action

South-South Cooperation for Sexual and 
Reproductive Health and Reproductive Rights: 
Maternal and Child Health

Reducing Maternal Mortality and Making Motherhood Safer 
-Thailand, Bhutan and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic

This South-South practice documents the partnership of Thailand and neighbouring 
countries on maternal health. The partnership included needs assessment, on-site visits, 
development of learning curricula and workshops for health personnel.

Issue

Thailand’s success with maternal health care 
allowed the country to share and exchange its 
experiences with other countries, especially 
those that face a high rate of maternal 
mortality, to help reduce preventable causes 
of deaths.  In many Asian countries, maternal 
mortality was high. Bhutanese women died 
of pregnancy-related causes, particularly in 

rural and remote areas where there was a 
lack of services. Similarly, in the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, maternal mortality 
was attributed to a low percentage of births 
attended by skilled health service providers, 
including limited access to emergency 
obstetric and newborn care. Through the 
facilitation of UNFPA, Thailand’s knowledge 
and skills on maternal health care were tapped 
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and shared with Bhutan and the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic to increase capacities of 
health personnel providing maternal health 
services in those countries.

Towards a Solution

Cooperation initiatives between Thailand 
and Bhutan and between Thailand and the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic were 
launched under the South-South cooperation 
framework. A comprehensive and in-depth 
needs assessment as well as contextual 
situation analysis of the respective countries 
were carried out. Findings from the assessment 
and discussions with key stakeholders defined 
the scope and strategies for collaboration.

Drawing from both Thailand’s expertise and 
UNFPA’s vast network, several initiatives were 
undertaken that included exchange and 
learning visits, and development of a training 
curricula for health care personnel including 
courses for midwives and lectures and 
workshops on safe motherhood.

Results

Both Bhutanese and Lao health care personnel, 
as well as policy makers, gained knowledge 
and understanding of Thailand’s successful 
experience in providing maternal health care 
services through, a cadre of highly-skilled 
birth attendants, involvement of community 
and health volunteers in maternal health 
programmes and an operational health 
management system that included protocol, 
guidelines and a comprehensive health referral 
system.

Based on the outcome of the joint initiative, 
Bhutan allocated more resources towards 
its maternal health programme. As a result, 
nine regional health and 50 key health 
personnel from basic health units as well 
as referral hospitals located in remote areas 
were equipped with advanced midwifery and 

emergency obstetric skills. Each of the trained 
health personnel provided maternal health 
services and care to around 20-50 cases a 
month.

In the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 
52 trained administrators and midwifery 
instructors, including teachers and preceptors, 
transferred knowledge and experiences that 
produced at least 300 trained midwives per 
year with 90 per cent of the trained midwives 
placed at health centres and hospitals 
throughout the country.

Lessons Learned

Considering that multiple actors and 
partners are often involved in cross-country 
cooperation, it is imperative that roles and 
responsibilities are identified, discussed and 
agreed at the outset and that they are adhered 
to by all parties concerned. Transparency is 
important to foster trust and long-lasting 
partnerships.

Partners

Thailand International Cooperation Agency
Department of Health, Bhutan
Office of Civil Service Commission, Bhutan
Royal Bhutan University of Medical Sciences
UNICEF, Bhutan
Department of Training and Research under 
the Ministry of Health, Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic

Contacts

Duangkamol Ponchamni, National Programme 
Officer, UNFPA Thailand (ponchamni@unfpa.
org) 
Karma Tshering, National Programme Officer, 
UNFPA Bhutan (tshering@unfpa.org) 
Siriphone Sakulku, SRH Programme 
Coordinator, UNFPA Laos (sakulku@unfpa.org) 
Marcela Suazo - UNFPA Representative for 
Malaysia and Country Director for Thailand

This good practice was recognised as 4th-place 
winner in the 2018 UNFPA internal good practice 
competition on SSC.
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