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MAMOUDZOU: Protests over illegal immigration
gripping the French island of Mayotte off Africa’s
coast have an unexpected epicenter: a maternity
ward packed to bursting point. The main hospital in
Mayotte, wedged between Madagascar and the
southeast African mainland, is now home to the
busiest maternity ward in France-mostly serving
migrant mothers.

So great is the influx of mothers from the neigh-
boring Comoros islands-which are much poorer
and not part of France-that the government is now
considering the drastic step of declaring the hospi-
tal as non-French territory. Hadidja, one of the few
Comoran mothers willing to speak to journalists,
admitted with some embarrassment that she is here
because she wants her children “to be French”.

Like thousands of others, she arrived on the
island of 250,000 people last year after enduring a
17-hour crossing in a traditional kwassa-kwassa
fishing boat from the Comoros island of Anjouan,
70 kilometers away.  She has just given birth to a
boy, Hassan, in the bulging maternity ward in
Mayotte’s main town of Mamoudzou after a diffi-
cult birth for her first child.

“It went badly, I suffered a lot of pain,” she said
in hesitant French, sitting up in bed. “I came here
because it’s a good hospital.” The flow of migration
from the Comoros-which unlike its neighbor voted
for independence from France in 1974 — has been
going on for years and is difficult to measure. But
the 19,000 deportations from Mayotte in 2015 —
barely less than the 20,000 from all of mainland
France-give an indication of the scale of the influx.

Some 9,600 babies were delivered in the
Mayotte maternity wing last year, a record for any
hospital in France. In a phenomenon echoing com-
plaints of foreign mothers travelling to the US to
give birth to children with US citizenship, some 70
percent of the mothers were undocumented immi-
grants, according to French national statistics
agency INSEE.

“There are too many births, too many babies,
too much work,” said trainee nurse Moina Baco.
“I’ve got a baby that doesn’t even have a crib any-
more. There aren’t any left.” Chief midwife

Moendandze Zadibo said the hospital was so short
on space that women are being transferred to other
facilities just hours after giving birth if they are were
doing well, to free up their beds for more arrivals.
And the thinly-stretched staff are having to deal
with more complex births due to the poverty of the
women arriving. “We have more emergency cae-
sareans, more women who arrive without ever hav-
ing seen a doctor during their pregnancy,” she said.

Resentment boils over 
The dire situation at the maternity ward, along

with growing lawlessness that locals blame on the
migrants, has fed the roadblocks, strikes and
protests that have paralyzed Mayotte for a month.
Local mother Mariama, 33, gave birth the day
before to a little girl. She is set to be kicked out of
the hospital because she has social security, which
means she has access to a private-sector midwife.

“We’ll have to sort ourselves out, while those
who don’t have social security will stay,” she said.
“I feel like I’m second class-when I pay my contri-
butions, I pay my taxes.” The issue comes up fre-
quently among the protesters who have been man-
ning the street barricades in a bid to get the gov-
ernment 8,000 kilometers away in Paris to do
something.

Midwives have a difficult time getting past the
barricades “because we are treated like traitors for
helping foreign children give birth here”, one of
them told AFP. But medical professionals say they
have a duty of care to anyone who turns up. “We
are a public hospital and we look after mums. We
don’t ask where they’re from,” said the hospital’s
director Catherine Barbezieux.

Medics oppose the idea of declaring the hospital
to be a no man’s land, saying it would not stop moth-
ers from coming to Mayotte. “The medical communi-
ty can only express the strongest reservations”
about the idea, said Philippe Durasnel, vice-presi-
dent of the hospital’s medical commission. “Given
that women are coming so that their children can
have French nationality, they will simply give birth at
home or in the bush. We’d be opening the door to
potential tragedies.” —AFP
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World water problems 
flow at Brazil conference
BRASÕLIA: Brazil-the country with the world’s greatest fresh
water reserves-hosts an international conference next week on
growing fears over the fragility of drinking water supplies in a
heating planet. Under the slogan “sharing water,” the 8th World
Water Forum will bring together 15 heads of state and government,
300 mayors and dozens of experts in the Brazilian capital Brasilia
from Sunday to March 23.

An estimated 40,000 people are expected to attend, organizers
say. Participants will meet against the backdrop of the drama in
Cape Town, which until earlier this month was projected to run out
of water as early as July, forcing the closing of household taps and
extreme rationing. That crisis has now eased, with the local govern-

ment saying that a campaign to bring 60 percent reduction in con-
sumption has done enough to avert the shut-off. But the drama is a
reminder that many of the world’s biggest fresh water systems are
under pressure from pollution, overuse, dams and climate change.

“There are more reservoirs, more cars, more industry and more peo-
ple.  Counter measures to protect supplies remain very slim compared
to the impacts we’re seeing,” Ney Maranhao, head of Brazil’s National
Water Agency, told AFP. Ricardo Medeiros, director of the forum, which
is put out by the World Water Council every three years, said the issue
must be seen as more than a purely environmental problem.

“Water has always been seen as something important for all
activities, but it has not been the first priority. The important thing
not to talk about water just as something vital to life, but as some-
thing which creates economic development,” he said.  “The tradi-
tional narratives clearly are not working,” agreed Colin Strong,
from the World Resources Institute and co-author of a study map-
ping public water management around the world. —AFP

MAMOUDZOU: Mariama, a Mahorais woman from Mayotte, sits by her newborn baby in maternity ward of the Mayotte Maternity Hospital. —AFP 


