
Chapter 8

Infrastructure and Transport

The role of infrastructure, particularly transport, 
is often overlooked in achieving the social 
MDGs. Yet infrastructure has direct and indirect 
consequences for health-related development, and 
can both exacerbate and mitigate health factors. 
In the area of reproductive health, maternal and 
child health and HIV/AIDS can bene® t markedly 
from well-planned and executed infrastructure 
projects.
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Poor transport is strongly related to high maternal mortality. 1 

Transport also affects the accessibility of HIV / AIDS treatment.

Quick Facts

`Half of the world's people live in rural areas, many of them hours away 
from the nearest health centre ± which can be an eternity for a woman 
in labour.' 2

Between 40 to 60 percent of the people living in developing countries live 
more than 8 km from a health care facility.3

` ¼ poor roads, too few vehicles and high transportation costs are major 
causes of delay in deciding to seek and reach emergency obstetric and 
postnatal care.3

Context

There is growing evidence of the impact of transport on reproductive health, 
especially maternal mortality: `Timing proves to be critical in preventing 
maternal death and disability¼ a woman has between 6 and 12 hours or 
more to get life-saving emergency care. Similarly, most perinatal deaths occur 
during labour and delivery, or within the ® rst 48 hours thereafter.'4 

Infrastructure development plans tend to focus on the construction of 
a system of national highways and major roads, linking large cities but 
neglecting small communities that are only reached by poor, unpaved feeder 
roads or paths.5 

These are important routes for the rural poor as they travel between health 
clinics, markets, schools, workplaces and their homes. Transport planning 
should involve local people, particularly women and women's groups, 
reproductive health organisations and medical providers.5

1.



68  |  Chapter 8 Infrastructure, Communications and Transport

What you can do

Replicate best practice examples of transport projects that have helped to 
reduce maternal mortality. Also, ensure that transport infrastructure policies 
and programmes include assessments of the time it takes for women to 
access maternal health facilities that can deal with obstetric complications.1 
Women's and reproductive health organisations and providers should be 
consulted and involved in all transport policies, strategies and programmes 
that aim to improve access to basic services. 

Urban populations are expanding, but health infrastructure is 
not keeping pace. Lack of access to reproductive health services is 
contributing to poor reproductive health outcomes.

Quick Facts

`In 2008, for the ® rst time in history, more than half of the world popula-
tion, 3.3 billion people, will be living in urban areas.'6

`The anonymity of city life, more permissive social and sexual norms, the 
presence of sex workers along with other factors have contributed to the 
high prevalence of [STIs] and HIV/AIDS in urban settings.'7

Poor urban women have much higher fertility rates than other urban 
women, and out-of-wedlock teen births in urban areas are increasing 
in some regions. They are less likely than other urban women to use 
contraception, or to be attended by a healthcare provider when they give 
birth.' 7

`Providing sexual and reproductive health services, and avoiding unwanted 
births can help to slow urban migration.7

2.
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Context

Most rural-to-urban migrants are poor, and poorer families usually have 
higher birth rates. This is due in part to inadequate reproductive health services 
in periurban, slum and informal settings. The combination of migration with 
higher birth rates inevitably lead to an increase in the populations of the urban 
poor.8 Population nonetheless remains a manageable issue. 

Infrastructure improvements for urban dwellers must include reproductive 
health services for the poor, and particularly for women and youth. Moreover, 
urban population growth can be slowed by providing better access to 
reproductive health services in rural and other non-urban areas, making 
contraception and family planning information more easily available.

What you can do

Ensure that health infrastructure policies and programmes are designed 
to meet the needs of the urban poor and include health education and 
information provisions focusing particularly on the prevention of 
unwanted pregnancy and STIs, including HIV. Government initiatives 
to improve health care infrastructure as well as projects implemented by 
partners should prioritise reproductive health service delivery. 
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Transportation infrastructure has been and remains an important 
vector for the spread of HIV, as well as a key to slowing the pandemic. 

As this is a well-documented and widely known area of concern, it is not 
addressed in here. To learn more, please refer to the following resources.

Additional Resources 

World Bank, transport and social responsibility: 
web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTTRANSPORT/
EXTTSR/0,,menuPK:463722~pagePK:149018~piPK:149093~theSiteP
K:463716,00.html
World Bank `Gender and Transport Resource Guide': 
www4.worldbank.org/afr/ssatp/Resources/HTML/Gender-RG/index.html 
The International Forum for Rural Transport and Development (IFRTD): 
www.ifrtd.org/new/index.htm  
UN Millennium Project Task Force on Improving the Lives of Slum 
Dwellers, A Home in the City: 
www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/Slumdwellers-complete.pdf
Maternal mortality: Africa's burden, Toolkit on Gender, transport and 
maternal mortality: 
www.people.cornell.edu/pages/mg294/maternalmortality.html 
#contents#contents 

3.

Best Practice:

Riders for Health's and the Community transport programme (the 
Uhuru): The Community transport programme (the Uhuru) focuses on 
maternal health and income generation.
NGO: Riders ± experts in transport for development
Website: www.mobilityandhealth.org/case/case_af.php#uhuru
www.riders.org/en/html/uhuru_bene® ts.php


