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A TOO FAMILIAR TALE OF SORROW
Belaynesh was like so many Ethiopian women; she was married at 12, and pregnant at 13. 
Tradition and a lack of understanding led her to deliver her baby at home, without the aid 
of a trained healthcare provider. After two agonizing days of obstructed labor, her baby 
was born. But lasting damage had been done.  

Belaynesh suffered obstetric fistula, a condition that occurs when obstructed labor ruptures 
the wall between the bladder and the vagina, creating a hole that causes uncontrollable 
incontinence. That incontinence carries with it shame, social ostracism, and even financial 
hardship. Often, women are shunned by their families and abandoned by their husbands.

“I visited several traditional healers, but none of them gave me a bit of relief,” she said. The 
leaking urine caused a constant stench that prevented others from inviting Belaynesh to social 
events, such as weddings, and even work groups. When she left the house to shop, she was 
subjected to finger-pointing and derision. “Look at that—Stinky Woman is coming,” she 
recalled. “These words were piercing me like a spear and breaking my fragile heart.”

Her daughter, Frenesh, said her schoolmates would taunt her, and Belaynesh’s husband 
admitted he even contemplated suicide because of the shame he felt over his wife’s 
incontinence.

Belaynesh’s shame disappeared when, 24 years later, she underwent surgery to repair 
the fistula. The procedure restored her dignity along with her health, and enabled her to 
resume a normal life.

Women Don’t Have to Suffer Obstetric Fistula

World Vision and partner organization Healing Hands of Joy are asking for your support for 
a project that will help prevent other Ethiopian women from suffering the way Belaynesh did. 
With your help, women who have lived through obstetric fistula will be trained to become 
ambassadors for safe pregnancies and births, encouraging women to deliver only in health 
facilities, with trained assistants. Their voices will carry the authority of those who know from 
experience the hardship and heartbreak obstetric fistula can cause.

The three-year Safe Motherhood Ambassador and Fistula Prevention project will take place 
in seven World Vision community development areas in the Tigray and Amhara regions. This 
project aims to bring life-changing attention to a problem that has been neglected for too 
long because those suffering from fistula have remained hidden in their communities, afraid 
to call attention to their condition because of the stigma attached. 

Safe Motherhood Ambassadors will receive training to educate women in their 
communities on health issues surrounding safe pregnancies and births, but also to be 
agents of change in their communities. One of their challenges is to convince their 
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Safe Motherhood Ambassadors will 
encourage pregnant women to deliver 
their babies in health facilities, under 
the care of a trained healthcare 
provider.

Belaynesh suffered from obstetric 
f istula for 24 years before surgery 
repaired the hole that caused 
uncontrollable incontinence. She 
was ridiculed and shunned in her 
community before the surgery, and her 
husband even contemplated suicide 
because he was so ashamed. 
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neighbors that fistula is not a curse from God—a long-held belief—but a treatable 
condition caused by prolonged, obstructed labor. Ambassadors also will be enrolled 
in economic development activities, which will provide them with microloans to help 
establish or grow small businesses or other income-generating ventures.

Project Goal and Expected Results

The project’s goal is to reduce the incidence of fistula in targeted communities by 2016. 
Project outcomes (results) and activities look like this:

OUTCOME 1: Increased percentage of fistula survivors rehabilitated and reintegrated into 
their communities

Activity: Train fistula survivors as Safe Motherhood Ambassadors

OUTCOME 2: Increased proportion of deliveries attended by a skilled healthcare provider 
in a health facility

Activity: Provide community education through screenings of the film “Fistula is Not a Curse”

Activity: Train religious leaders on fistula and safe delivery through World Vision’s Channels 
of Hope for Maternal and Child Health curriculum

OUTCOME 3: Increased community support for women with fistula

Activity: Provide fistula patients and survivors with spiritual counseling, literacy training, Bible 
study, psychological counseling, income-generating skills, and maternal health education

Activity: Distribute microloans and income-generating training to Ambassadors

Activity: Train leaders of local economic development women’s associations to support the 
social reintegration of women with fistula

Our Partner has Experience and Passion for this Project

World Vision’s partner in this project is Healing Hands of Joy, an Ethiopian nonprofit 
established to combat obstetric fistula and the beliefs and practices that cause the 
condition. To date, Healing Hands of Joy has trained 173 fistula survivors to become Safe 
Motherhood Ambassadors in their communities. Ambassadors provide door-to-door 
education on maternal health and safe delivery options, while promoting prenatal clinic 
visits and delivery in health facilities.

Healing Hands of Joy was founded by Allison Shigo, whose Emmy award-winning 
documentary, “A Walk to Beautiful,” follows the lives of five Ethiopian women who have 
suffered from obstetric fistula. As executive director of the organization, she has brought 
together a talented and experienced staff that includes medical and business professionals, 
and an advisory board comprising doctors and public health professionals.

World Vision will support Healing Hands of Joy’s training efforts by implementing 
our Channels of Hope for Maternal and Child Health curriculum. There is a growing 
recognition of the role religious leaders can play in shaping good health practices. They 
have a ready and willing weekly audience and they have the power to preach and 
promote healthy behaviors. Channels of Hope trains pastors, who then go back to 
their congregations to train groups of volunteers who will work in their communities to 
promote appropriate healthcare practices for mothers and young children. 

World Vision also will provide the monitoring and evaluation for this project.
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DIRECT BENEFICIARIES

INDIRECT BENEFICIARIES

137 Safe Motherhood 
Ambassadors

2,055 pregnant women

180 religious leaders

120 midwives

50 health extension workers

137 women’s association 
leaders

9,000 community members

ETHIOPIA


