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When there is no room at the inn, women in labour lose the
battle for beds – just like 2,000 years ago.
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'And so it was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she

should be delivered. And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him

in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger; because there was no room for

them in the inn.' (1) The story of Jesus' birth is fascinating for many reasons.

However, the very idea that the manger served as a childbed for Mary has

always struck me as illogical: when a woman in labour has travelled from afar

and is unable to find 'room at the inn', would it not have been natural for at

least one of the other travellers to offer her his bed?

Perhaps, though, nothing has changed over 2,000 years later. Because even in

Norway, one of the world's safest countries to give birth, women in labour still

appear to be systematically deprioritised in the battle for beds.

Just as in the time of Emperor Augustus, it is pregnant women from afar that

come off worst. Since 2011, all women in Norway have had the right to receive

the necessary antenatal and post-natal care (2). In reality, however, this does

not apply to all women, as undocumented migrants do not have the right to a

GP. Many fear being reported if they seek antenatal care from the public health

service. Some also fear – not without reason – having to pay for the care using

money they do not have, despite the right to free antenatal care (3). A recently

published study showed that half of 500 pregnant undocumented migrants at

Norway's two NGO antenatal clinics received substandard antenatal care

because their first antenatal visit was too late, and that they had a far higher

incidence of complications than other pregnant women (2). The incidence of

stillbirth among these women was 1 %, preterm birth 10 % and emergency

caesarean section almost 20 %. A total of 170 of the women, from 52 different

countries, were completely lost to follow-up, and no details of their labour were

therefore available (2).

«Just as in the time of Emperor Augustus, it is pregnant women
from afar that come off worst»

However, women in labour who are legally resident in Norway also lose out in

the battle to be prioritised. Helgeland Hospital recently decided to close the

maternity ward in Sandnessjøen for 16 weeks in the summer – almost one-

third of the year. This measure is profitable for the hospital trust: 'Calculate the

economic effect: NOK 3.2 million' it says in the board papers (4). But the

summer closures that have become the norm for maternity wards in several

parts of the country are not purely due to finances. There is a national shortage

of qualified staff, such as in Kristiansund, where the maternity ward had to

close despite sufficient financial resources and professional and political will

(5). The staffing crisis is also about a lack of priorities. Obstetricians are leaving

in droves, and those who are left are calling for measures to build, retain and

staff a robust specialist environment and maternity units (6). Resources need to

be diverted, not away from, but towards the healthcare provision for women in

labour.

As the Office of the Auditor General of Norway pointed out back in 2019, there

is little indication that any such diversion of resources will take place (7). On

the contrary, the number of midwives graduating each year is lower than the
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target figure that was set in 2013 (8). New hospitals are planning to continually

reduce the periods of hospitalisation and the number of beds in maternity

wards (9, 10). At Oslo University Hospital, the midwife-run ABC maternity unit

is now closed at the weekend. This is the first step in a planned phasing out of

the service; a move that has been defended by saying that they do not want to

take 'baggage' with them to the planned new hospital (11).

Conditions such as poor antenatal care for pregnant undocumented migrants,

summer closures of maternity wards, the closure of special services for

pregnant women, fewer beds for women in labour, the planned reduction in

periods of hospitalisation after childbirth, and a lack of investment in training

and retaining professionals can all be viewed as a blot on the copybook of one

of the world's best maternity services. Overall, however, it paints a clear picture

of how pregnant women are systematically deprioritised in the battle for beds –

just like 2,000 years ago.
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