UNDER STRICT EMBARGO UNTIL 00.01, WEDNESDAY 17 JUNE 2009
EVERY OTHER DAY IN WALES A BABY IS STILLBORN, A FURTHER 2 BABIES DIE SHORTLY AFTER BIRTH EVERY WEEK, ALMOST 300 BABIES DYING EVERY YEAR IN WALES - NEW REPORT FROM SANDS HIGHLIGHTS KEY PROBLEM AREAS CONTRIBUTING TO BABY DEATHS  IN WALES AND CALLS ON WELSH ASSEMBLY TO TAKE ACTION TO REDUCE DEATH TOLL

Sands, the stillbirth and neonatal death charity is today presenting its Saving Babies’ Lives Report 2009, to Assembly Members and Welsh MPs, at a reception at the Senedd, National Assembly for Wales. Sands will be highlighting several problem areas in Wales that are contributing to the deaths of almost 300 Welsh babies every year and calling on the Welsh Assembly to ensure that stillbirths and neonatal deaths are recognised as a major health issue in Wales and addressed as a matter of urgency and priority.

The facts today:
· 177 babies are stillborn every year in Wales, that is 1 in every 200 babies born in Wales
· 115 babies die shortly after birth every year in Wales

· Ten times more babies are stillborn than die of cot death every year in Wales

· The stillbirth rate in Wales has not changed in the last 15 years

Problems contributing to baby deaths in Wales today:

· Under-resourced maternity and neonatal services: 

· The shortage of midwives in Wales is well recognised. Midwives being recruited into the service are often newly qualified and inexperienced. Standards of care are inevitably compromised in units that are understaffed and under-resourced. CEMACH recognised in its reports of the 1990s that suboptimal antenatal care contributed to almost half of all unexplained stillbirths across the UK.

· Shortage of fetal medicine consultants in Welsh units, and heavy workloads lead to recruitment problems and overload.  Yet there is a link between lack of consultant care and levels of stillbirth.  The system for referral to specialist units outside of Wales is complicated by procedure. 

· Neonatal units in Wales do not have dedicated transport teams and ambulances available as they do elsewhere in the UK. Bliss, the special care baby charity, describes neonatal services in Wales as a poor relation to services in England with staffing levels ‘stretched to breaking point’. 
· Shortage of perinatal pathologists. Wales only has the full time equivalent of 1.2 pathologists to service the entire country. Perinatal pathology services are far from adequate.
· Lack of research to understand and prevent stillbirths compounded by lack of review and data collection:

· Valuable lessons about why babies are dying are being lost because there is currently no standard all Wales maternity data set being collected. Nor is it clear in many cases what the information currently being collected is being used for either locally or centrally.  
· There is no standardised perinatal review, so when a baby dies lessons cannot always be learnt about the death, particularly in cases of stillbirth. Where there is a review, the views of parents are not included. 

· The system for classifying causes of stillbirth in Wales fails to identify any cause for 50% of those deaths, giving the impression that the reason is not known. But in many cases there are associated factors such as poor growth in the baby. Alternative classification systems improve the quality of the data and help to understand the causes of these so-called ‘unexplained’ deaths.

· There is no academic research undertaken into understanding stillbirth issues in Wales.

Sands’ recommendations for change: (as outlined in Sands’ Saving Babies’ Lives Report 2009, being presented to the Welsh Assembly today, 17 June)

· Increased awareness of how many stillbirths and neonatal deaths there are in Wales.
· Recognition at the highest levels that these baby deaths are a national problem.

· Collaboration with other interested parties to create a national strategy to reduce the number of stillbirths and neonatal deaths in Wales and across the UK and to specifically look at the following:

· Properly valuing each and every baby’s life.

· Changing antenatal care by developing a culture of continual risk assessment within maternity service provision in order to identify higher risk pregnancies. 

· Recruiting and training more midwives and obstetric consultants to ensure the highest levels of care.

· Better overall resourcing of maternity services to provide a truly 24 hour, 7 days a week level of service and care.
· Comprehensive and standardised review of all deaths.
· More funding for research. Sands believes that £6 million over the next  5 years could significantly reduce the number of babies dying.

The reception at the Senedd is the culmination of a 7 day journey across Wales, by hundreds of Mums and Dads, their families and friends, to raise awareness of the 300 babies dying every year. The journey is part of Sands national Why17? campaign raising awareness of the 17 babies that are stillborn or die shortly after birth every day in the UK and raising funds towards research that could significantly reduce the numbers of babies dying. 
Sands will also be presenting a petition to the Welsh Assembly signed by people from across Wales who want to support Sands high profile Why17? campaign.
Neal Long, Chief Executive, Sands: “300 babies dying each year in Wales is a national tragedy. For too long these deaths have been ignored and yet there is a growing body of evidence to suggest that many babies’ lives could be saved with better antenatal care, increased funding for maternity services, more midwives and increased funding for research. Some deaths are unavoidable, but better care could save babies’ lives.  A devolved Wales with closer communication between policy makers and those who deliver care has the opportunity to make that difference.”

“The devastation my family and I felt when our daughter Heulwen was stillborn was indescribable”, says Shirley Gittoes, Sands Welsh Network Convenor: “No parent whose baby has died wants any other parent to suffer in this way, which is why I am supporting Sands Why17? campaign in Wales. I want to raise awareness of the 300 babies dying every year in Wales and I’m urging Welsh politicians to sit up, and take note of all the hundreds of Welsh parents devastated by their babies’ deaths. We need a co-ordinated, national strategy to tackle stillbirths and neonatal deaths and we need it now.”
There will be a photo call opportunity for the media at 11am on Wednesday 17 June, 2009 outside the Welsh Assembly building, where Sands parents and their supporters will be releasing balloons in memory of their dead babies.

ENDS

Notes to editors:

Sands has a number of parents throughout Wales who are willing to share with the media their own personal experiences of the loss of their baby. 

Sands also has contact with health professionals and experts who can explain their ground-breaking work in stillbirth prevention.

If you would like further information on this, a pdf copy of the Saving Babies’ Lives Report,2009 or any other aspect of Why 17? please contact:

Katie Duff, Sands Communications Manager
Tel: 0845 6520 442 / 07554 454312
Email: katie.duff@uk-sands.org
Lyn Peters, Sands press office
Tel: 01394 385865 / 07909 544496
email: lyn.peters@btinternet.com
Erica Stewart
Sands Head Office
Tel: 020 7436 7940
 Email: erica.stewart@uk-sands.org
Key Information about Sands:

Sands, the stillbirth and neonatal death charity, was established by bereaved parents in 1978 and obtained charity status in 1981.

Sands core aims are to:

· Support anyone affected by the death of a baby; 

· To work in partnership with health professionals to improve the quality of care and services offered to bereaved families; and 

· To promote research and changes in practice that could help to reduce the loss of babies’ lives 

Sands is a national organisation, with over 100 regional support groups across the UK. Groups in Wales include: Glan Clwyd, Gwynedd, Powys, Valley, Cardiff and Wrexham.

Helpline: 020 7436 5881
Office: 020 7436 7940
Web: www.uk-sands.org
E mail: info@uk-sands.org
Sands Why 17? campaign:

Sands Why17? campaign asks a simple question. Why in spite of medical advances, do 17 babies die every day in the UK? For some of these deaths we simply do not yet know enough to be able to say why. Further research is needed. 

The Facts today:

· 17 babies die every day in the UK (10 are stillbirths, 7 are neonatal deaths) totalling almost 6,500 baby deaths a year - the equivalent of 16 jumbo jets crashing every year with no survivors. 

· This is four times the number of people who die every year of MRSA (1,593 MRSA deaths in 2007, UK Statistics Authority).

· This is double the number of adults who lose their lives on Britain’s roads every year (2007 – 2,940 people were killed on the roads, Department of Transport).

· Ten times more babies are stillborn than die of cot death every year in the UK.

· The stillbirth rate has remained almost unchanged in the UK for the past 10 years. (CEMACH)
· Stillbirth is when a baby is born dead after 24 completed weeks of a pregnancy
· Neonatal death is when a baby is born alive but dies within the first 28 days of life
But increasingly, Sands believes that many of these deaths are potentially avoidable. The devastating impact of the death of a baby on the parents and their families and friends could be prevented. 

What is needed is better antenatal care, increased funding for maternity services, more midwives and increased funding for research.

Sands Why17? campaign is seeking to raise £3million over the next 5 years to;

1. Focus public awareness on why, tragically, 17 babies a day in the UK are stillborn or die within the first twenty eight days of life;

2. Promote changes in antenatal practice that could prevent babies from dying;

3. Identify and support key research with could provide further information on why so many babies are dying

