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COLOMBO: Pregnant women wait to get a dose of the Chinese-made Sinopharm COVID-19 vaccine in Colombo. Sri Lankan women were urged to delay getting pregnant after more than 40 expectant mothers
died of COVID-19 in four months.—AFP

COLOMBO: Sri Lankan women
were urged to delay getting preg-
nant after more than 40 expectant
mothers died of COVID-19 in four
months, the health ministry said
yesterday. The island nation, which
recorded its first maternal coron-
avirus death in May, is battling a
spike in Delta variant infections
after travel restrictions were eased
for local new year celebrations in
mid-April.

“Usually, we have 90 to 100 ma-
ternal deaths a year, but since the
start of the third wave we have
recorded 41 deaths of pregnant
women from COVID alone,” Chitra-
mali de Silva, a director of the gov-
ernment’s Health Promotion Bureau
said. Government obstetrician and
gynaecologist Harsha Atapattu said
he was urging “newlyweds, as well as
those who are trying to have a baby,
to delay it by at least a year because
of the risks of COVID-19”.

De Silva said about 5,500 expec-
tant mothers had been infected.
About 70 percent were fully vacci-
nated, he added. Experts have urged
pregnant women to get the jab, with
Sri Lankan health officials stating the
Delta variant appears to increase
their risk of severe symptoms. The
nation of 21 million people has been
under a lightly imposed lockdown
since August that the government
expects to lift in mid-September.

But World Health Organization ex-
perts in Sri Lanka have called for
tougher restrictions until the start of
October. Hospitals have been over-
whelmed during the surge, despite ef-
forts to speed up the vaccination
drive with nearly half of the total pop-
ulation receiving two doses. Sri Lanka
has recorded nearly 475,000 infec-
tions and more than 10,500 deaths
from COVID-19, but doctors say the
actual figures could be much higher
due to under-reporting. —AFP

France makes birth
control free for
women under 25 
PARIS: The French government said yesterday it would
make birth control free for all women under 25, expand-
ing a scheme currently targeting under-18s to ensure
young women don’t stop taking contraception because
they cannot afford it. Health Minister Olivier Veran said
surveys had shown a decline in the use of contraception
among “a certain number of young women”.

“Their main reason for going without (birth control)
is financial,” he said. The scheme covers the pill, IUDs,
contraceptive patches and other methods composed
of steroid hormones. Visits to the doctor for contra-
ception will also be free, Veran said. The move is part
of a series of measures taken by President Emmanuel
Macron’s government to boost women’s rights and al-
leviate youth poverty.

Last year, the government made free contraception
available to girls under 15 for the first time-previously
it was only available to girls aged between 15 and 18 -
as part of a bid to end underage abortions. Several Eu-
ropean countries, including Germany, Belgium, the
Netherlands and Norway, make contraception free for
teens. Britain makes several forms of contraception
free to all. In France, the number of abortions among
15-18 year-olds fell from 9.5 per 1,000 girls between
2012 and 2018 to 6 per 1,000.

But in some developed countries, the free contra-
ception won by women after decades of campaigning
is coming under attack again from the religious right.
In the US, former president Barack Obama’s signature
health reform, known as Obamacare, gave most people
with health insurance free access to birth control. But
his successor Donald Trump scrapped the measure,
allowing employers to opt out of providing contracep-
tion coverage on religious grounds-a decision upheld
by the Supreme Court in 2020. Poland’s conservative
government has also heavily restricted access to
emergency contraception as part of its war on birth
control.—AFP
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