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Swiss doctor vows to help Lao mothers
and babies until his dying day

Xayxana Leukai

“I will help Lao women
and children until I draw
my last breath.” These are
the remarkable words of the
President of the Swiss Laos
Hospital Project (SLHP), Dr
Urs Lauper, who has worked
to improve maternal and child
health in Laos since 2000.

The SLHP has been
actively involved in Laos for
15 years, aiming to reduce
mother and child mortality
here. All of its activities have
been carried out under mutual
informal agreements between
the Mother and Child Health
Hospital (MCHH) and the
SLHP, with the consent of the
Ministry of Health.

Under the leadership of
Dr Lauper, 69, the SLHP
has focused on improving
obstetrics services, mainly in
the MCHH.

The project has developed
antenatal care, introduced
ultrasound diagnostics and
cardiotocography, and taught
hospital staff about care during
delivery, in a bid to reduce
mother and child morbidity
and mortality during and after
birthing.

In this first period, the
project also supplied medical
instruments, technical
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devices and financing for an
extension and renovation of
the delivery department of the
MCHH. Another focus was
the prevention of sexually
transmitted diseases.

In a second step, the SLHP
started to support neonatal
services in the MCHH
starting in 2003. Since then
the department of neonatal

care developed very strongly
into a training centre for all
other neonatal services in the
country. Also in this field,
numerous medical instruments
and technical devices were
provided, as well as financing
for renovation of the newborn
care unit and the paediatric
department of the MCHH.

At the same time, the SLHP
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expanded its support from
the MCHH to the northern
provinces, supporting
obstetrics and newborn care at
the Xieng Khuang provincial
hospital. Over time, the SLHP
also provided new maternity
services and an operating
theatre at Kham district
hospital.

Dr Lauper said that all the
success has resulted from the
strong collaboration between
MCHH and other Lao partners,
especially the Director General
of MCHH, Associate Professor
Dr Bouavanh Saensathit, which
has helped to drive the project
forward over the years.

The SLHP and local Lao
partners are now setting up a
neonatal network. The goal
is to establish newborn care
departments in all of the large
provinces.

These neonatal
departments should have
close collaboration, regular
workshops on relevant topics
in neonatal care, exchange
programmes for training staff,
appropriate facilities and
financial support for medication
and supplies. Additionally,
neonatal departments will play
a key role in training smaller
facilities at the district level
in primary resuscitation and
newborn care.

Since a large proportion
of deliveries in Laos still take
place at home, part of the
SLHP activities focused on
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improving home delivery by
inventing a “delivery kit”,
which provides the minimum
materials needed for a clean,
hygienic birth and sterile cut
of the umbilical cord as well
as cord disinfection to prevent
neonatal sepsis. This aspect
of the SLHP is expanding
and will provide nationwide
distribution and instruction on
use of the delivery kit.

As clean water plays a
large part in ensuring general
health, the SLHP has supported
several clean water projects,
for example an ecological
wastewater clearing facility for
the district hospital in Kham
district and several villages in
the same province.

In addition, a group of
general practitioners joined
the project, working regularly
at Kham district hospital,
focusing on teaching general
medicine to the local staff.
This part of the programme
has since extended to Khoun
and Nonghet districts.

Since 2010, a Swiss hospital
in the city of Winterthur has
taken on special responsibility
for the Xieng Khuang
provincial hospital. Both
hospitals agreed informally
on a mutual partnership. This
collaboration is incorporated
in the Swiss Laos Hospital
Project.

Since 2011 another strong
collaboration has developed
between a team of obstetricians

and midwives in the Swiss
city of Frauenfeld, providing
teaching, medical equipment
and appliances to the Huaphan
provincial hospital.

Associate Prof. Dr
Bouavanh Saensathit said Dr
Lauper’s outline of the SLHP
project was just a small part
of what had been achieved
since the Swiss team first
began helping Lao women and
children in 2000.

“I think it’s very rare to
meet such a good-hearted
person who really wants to help
Laos like Dr Lauper does,” he
said. “I can say that now Dr
Lauper has become half Swiss
and half Lao. This is because
he spends six months of the
year using his time and his life
to help people in Laos, and
lives in Switzerland for the
other six months.”

The SLHP led by Dr Lauper
and his Swiss colleagues
aims to help medical staff
by ensuring they are able to
understand the new procedures
they are taught and can carry
them out themselves. For
example, SLHP provided
ultrasound machines to
provincial hospitals and staff
at these hospitals have been
encouraged to learn how to use
the equipment.

“All of the Swiss assistance
directly reduces the death rate
of mothers and children in
Laos,” Associate Professor Dr
Bouavanh said.
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