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Politicians and health experts demand improvement of maternal and 

newborn health in Europe   

Workshop in the European Parliament hosted by MEP Dr Angelika Niebler and  

MEP Dr Peter Liese in close collaboration with EFCNI +++ Kick-off of this year’s World 

Prematurity Day took place in Brussels    

Brussels/Munich, 10 November 2015 – On the occasion of this year’s World 

Prematurity Day on November 17, renowned health experts and academics from 

different EU member states, World Health Organization (WHO) ambassadors and 

patient representatives met in Brussels. They came together at the European 

Parliament to exchange views on the state of maternal and newborn health in Europe, 

and to discuss possibilities of how the EU could make a significant impact in this area 

to improve health of the next generation.    

The workshop highlighted the challenges of maternal and newborn health. Every year, more 

than 1 in 10 of all babies is born too soon [under 37 completed weeks of pregnancy], which 

equates about 15 million babies worldwide; applied to the population of 28 European countries 

this would correspond to 500,000 babies born preterm every year1. Preterm birth complications 

are the leading cause of death among children under five years of age, responsible for nearly 

one million deaths in 2013. Preterm infants constitute Europe’s largest child patient group . 

About 75 per cent of all neonatal deaths and 60 per cent of all infant deaths occur to infants born 

preterm. 

 

Astonishingly, in countries with comparable levels of development and healthcare systems, 

preterm birth rates for live births varied greatly in 2010 between 5.2 - 5.9 per cent [Iceland, 

Finland, Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia, Sweden, Ireland]  and 8.2 - 10. 4 per cent [Belgium, Austria, 

Germany, Romania, Hungary, Cyprus]2   

The European Perinatal Health Report shows that available trend data for Europe indicate stable 

or declining preterm birth rates in some countries next to increasing rates in other countries. 

These trends raise questions about policies, practices and possible prevention measures in the 

                                                           
1
 The actual summed numbers in these countries are lower. 

2
  European Perinatal Health Report 2010 

http://www.europeristat.com/images/doc/Peristat%202013%20V2.pdf
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European countries. Understanding the reason for the variations is important for orienting future 

health policy and prevention initiatives.3 4  

This is one of the reasons why Dr Angelika Niebler, MEP, President of the Women’s Union of 

the CSU, Chairwoman of the CSU Group in the EPP group, Co-Chairwoman of the German 

Delegation in the EPP group, and patron of EFCNI demanded more action: “Standards and 

effective policies enhancing equal access to high-quality care are urgently required to provide 

better health outcome for our children. Investing in the beginning of life should become one of 

our social and political priorities. This ensures not only the health of countless individuals 

across the entire lifespan but also lays the foundation for the wellbeing of Europe’s future 

generation.” 

Her colleague Dr Peter Liese, MEP, EPP-Coordinator in the Committee on the Environment, 

Public Health and Food Safety, member of CDU regional executive and former ward doctor in 

a children’s clinic, adds: “Within the complexity of varying healthcare systems and economic 

conditions throughout Europe, we need to encourage active discussion to make improved, 

high-quality maternal and newborn care a reality in all member states.”  

Silke Mader, co-founder and Chairwoman of EFCNI’s Executive Board, commented: “These 

children and their families often have to cope with physical, psychological, emotional and 

financial challenges. To reduce the burden of preterm birth, we need to implement standards 

guaranteeing every baby – independently of the place of birth – the best level of treatment 

and integration of the family into the care.”   

Solutions highlighted during the workshop “Maternal and newborn health – shaping 

Europe`s future”: 

 Research strongly suggests that the first 1,000 days of a child’s life – the nine 

months in the womb and the first two years of life – are vital to their long-term 

health. This critical period in life can permanently affect a child’s chances of developing 

chronic illnesses like asthma and diabetes or having a heart attack in old age, to 

developmental delays, future weight disturbances and even life expectancy.  

                                                           
3
 What contributes to disparaties in the preterm birth rate in European countries? (Curr Opin Obstet Gynecol 2015, 

276:133 – 142)  
4
 European Perinatal Health Report 2010 

http://www.europeristat.com/images/doc/Peristat%202013%20V2.pdf
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 In order to improve maternal and newborn care, specialization is one of the key 

factors. Common education and training with harmonized curriculums should become 

goals.   

 Beyond this, the use of common definitions is required. This includes a comparable 

set of common reproductive health data to benchmark countries and services. 

Summarized: The workshop participants concluded with the milestone that is necessary to 

include all these suggested solutions: the implementation of European-wide harmonized 

standards of care for newborn health in Europe. 

About World Prematurity Day 

17 November has become one of the most important days for raising awareness for the 

challenges of preterm birth. The day honours preterm infants and their families and has the goal 

to improve the situation for preterm babies worldwide. In 2008, it was initiated by EFCNI and 

partnering European parent organisations. In 2011, it was renamed World Prematurity Day 

together with the co-founders LittleBigSouls (Africa), March of Dimes (USA), National Preemie 

Foundation (Australia). Meanwhile, awareness activities take place in more than 200 countries, 

reaching a global media audience of about 1.6 billion people. 

About EFCNI  

The European Foundation for the Care of Newborn Infants (EFCNI) is the first pan-European 

organisation to represent the interests of preterm and newborn infants and their families. It 

gathers together parents and healthcare experts from different disciplines with the common goal 

of improving long-term health of preterm and newborn children by ensuring the best possible 

prevention, treatment, care and support. EFCNI receives funding from its premium partners, 

AbbVie, Philips AVENT, Dräger, Nestlé Nutrition and Shire as well as from other private 

companies and individual donors. For more information: www.efcni.org 
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