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Foreword

———

Reflecting on the past five years, I’m so 
proud of what Birthrights has achieved 
since I co-founded the charity with 
Rebecca Schiller back in 2013.

In 2017-2018, Birthrights has continued 

to use a human rights approach to achieve 

social justice aims. We promote safe, 

respectful maternity care that protects  

all women’s fundamental rights to dignity, 

autonomy, privacy, non-discrimination 

and equality, at one of the most vulnerable 

times in their lives. 

Thanks to continued support from  

the Baring Foundation and Trust 

for London, alongside many valued 

volunteers, partners and donors, we 

have grown our small staff team, reached 

hundreds of vulnerable mothers and 

babies, trained frontline maternity staff, 

built key partnerships with the voluntary 

and health sector and researched, 

evaluated and developed our approach  

and plans for the future. 

A key focus has been the launch of a 

project supporting women who suffer 

particular discrimination and disadvantage 

in maternity services, working in 

partnership to reach those most at risk. 

We know women living in severe poverty, 

BAME women, refugee, asylum-seeking 

and undocumented migrants, and women 

with physical, sensory or learning 

disabilities face significant rights-based 
challenges and often worse maternity 

outcomes. Birthrights believes that a 

collaborative, rights-based approach can 

add power and value to the efforts of 

innovative organisations that support 

women with complex needs and their 

families – such as Birth Companions,  

our first ‘peer partner’.

Alongside our direct work with women, 

healthcare professionals and partners,  

we have pursued numerous research, 

policy and campaigns opportunities to 

secure positive changes to maternity care. 

When needed, we will continue to use 

our legal expertise to bring challenges to 

systems that infringe vulnerable women’s 

basic rights. 

As this report shows, 2017-2018 has  

seen Birthrights broaden and deepen  

our activities, have greater impact and 

reach more beneficiaries than ever before. 
I want to thank all our staff, volunteers, 

funders and champions for the tireless 

support that propels our work. Together, 

we will continue to make progress in 

understanding and improving women’s 

stories at this transformative time in  

their lives.

———

Elizabeth Prochaska  

Chair and Co-Founder
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——— 

We reached over  

1,000  

maternity care 
professionals through 
training, conferences  
and presentations.

———

We secured new  
restricted funding from 
trusts and foundations of 
over £83,000, bringing our 
total income to £115,827 –  
up from a total of £33,129  
in 2016-2017.

———

Birthrights intervened in 
two legal cases in coalition 
with organisations 
committed to protecting 
women’s reproductive 
rights, securing one 
national policy change.

———

We grew our online 
reach and attracted 
over 80,000 unique 
visitors to our website.

———

After our  
training sessions,  

84%  
of participants were  
either ‘confident’ or ‘very 
confident’ in using human 
rights principles in their 
practice (up from 35%  
before the session).
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2017-18  
in numbers

Protecting human rights in childbirth

———

Our advice service  
responded to 

180 
enquiries in 2017-18,  
an increase of 42%  
from 2016-17.

———

Our FOI campaign 
on maternal request 
caesareans found only 
26% of NHS Trusts offer 
caesareans in line with 
NICE best-practice 
guidance.

———

More than 

74%  
of our expenditure  
went on delivering our  
core charitable activities.

———

We pursued multiple 
policy interventions  
and progressed two  
areas of research 
focussed on  
disability and severe  
disadvantage.
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———

We partnered with 
the parenting website 
Mumsnet to answer their 
users’ most frequently 
asked rights-based 
questions, with our page 
having 5,315 views in the  
first month.
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Birthrights exists 
because women matter 
during childbirth. 
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Who  
we are

Our rights-based  
approach

———

We are the UK’s only organisation 

dedicated to improving women’s 

experience of pregnancy and childbirth 

by promoting respect for human rights. 

We believe that all women are entitled 

to respectful maternity care that protects 

their fundamental rights to dignity, 

autonomy, privacy and equality.

We provide advice and legal information 

to women, train healthcare professionals 

to deliver rights-respecting care and 

campaign to change maternity policy  

and systems.

We were founded in 2013 by human rights 

barrister Elizabeth Prochaska and Rebecca 

Schiller, a doula and writer on birth, 

parenting and women’s rights. Run on  

a voluntary basis until 2016, this year we 

grew to four part-time staff and our work 

is overseen by an expert board, including 

senior health professionals, policy-makers 

and lawyers. 

 “…the human rights  
framework gives 
Birthrights a gravitas 
that is potentially lacking 
in other maternity or 
pregnancy organisations.  
Using the law to help 
both women and health 
care professionals at the 
same time could be totally 
transformational and 
bring down barriers.”
— Stakeholder interview, 2016
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 “There’s no one  
else providing 
the human rights 
perspective with 
the legal authority 
Birthrights has.”
— Stakeholder interview, 2016

———

Birthrights promotes women’s rights  

to receive evidence-based care that 

conforms to the best medical and 

midwifery standards. We do not  

promote any particular clinical 

perspectives in maternity care.

These rights are set out in the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, the 

Convention on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women and 

subsequent United Nations conventions 

and declarations, and the European 

Convention for the Protection of Human 

Rights and Fundamental Freedoms.
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———

We are a small charity with  
a big mission. We aim to: 

•  empower and support women 
to know and advocate for their 
rights through free advice 
and resources, reaching those 
most at risk through our 
partnerships

•  change culture and practice 
in maternity care through 
training for healthcare 
professionals

•  change policy and systems 
through research, influencing, 
campaigns and legal 
interventions
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Our 
vision

Our 
mission

Our 
values

Our 
goals

———

To ensure women 
receive the respect  
and dignity they 
deserve in pregnancy  
and childbirth.

———

To become the 
authority on human 
rights in pregnancy 
and childbirth in 
the UK and use that 
influence to improve 
services and practice 
throughout the 
maternity system.

———

Dignity

Women matter.

———

Autonomy

We believe the 
maternity system 
doesn’t work without 
the woman at its heart.

———

Humanity

Safe, quality, lawful 
care recognises that 
women deserve to be 
treated as individuals. 
We listen to them  
and engage with 
compassion.

———

Expertise

Our authority comes 
from unrivalled 
understanding of the 
legal issues in maternity 
care, the infrastructure 
of maternity services, 
and insight into the 
emotional needs of 
women in one of the 
most critical moments 
of their lives.

———

Practicality

We understand how 
the system works. 
We want to evolve 
attitudes and services 
using innovative and 
tangible tools and ideas.
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Empowering 
and supporting 
women

Our impact:

  ———
“ I honestly feel that in a way you are  
very much responsible for Toby being 
brought safely into this world. If it wasn’t 
for your hard work (even on weekends!) 
then I shudder to think what would have 
happened to us […]. I honestly felt like  
I had nowhere else to go.”  

  — Mel, received advice in 2017
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Resources and  
partnerships

Advice  
and support

———

Our email advice service responded  

to 180 enquiries in 2017-18, an increase  

of 42% on the previous year.  

 

The biggest topic raised was maternal 

request caesarean. Our support ranged 

from signposting women, families and 

caregivers to our suite of ten factsheets  

to more in-depth advocacy.

We wrote to NHS Trusts on behalf 

of women nine times and also about 

more general matters four times, such 

as suspension of home birth services, 

closures of birth centres and the filming 
of a TV documentary in a maternity 

hospital. Filming ended shortly after we 

raised concerns about how it was made, 

particularly how consent was obtained.

———

In June we refreshed our lawful maternity 

care factsheets. To reach a wider audience, 

we partnered with the parenting website 

Mumsnet to answer their users’ most 

frequently asked rights-based questions, 

with our page having 5,315 views in the 

first month.

We progressed our aim to reach women 

at greatest risk of receiving disrespectful, 

discriminatory or unsafe care, and least 

likely to access our advice and resources. 

Thanks to support from the Baring 

Foundation, we formed a partnership  

with Birth Companions, who work to 

improve the lives of mothers and babies 

facing severe disadvantage through 

frontline support services in prisons and 

the community and policy influencing.  
We have already provided advice to  

Birth Companions’ staff and service users, 

whilst developing our broader partnership.
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Changing 
culture and 
practice

Protecting human rights in childbirth

Our impact:

  ———

“ Feeling like a  
ninja  midwife  
after an amazing 
study day –  
thank you” 

  — Sarah Joy Owen, Lewisham
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Education  
and training

Tools and  
curriculums

———

Our education and training programmes 

empower healthcare professionals (HCPs) 

to use a human rights approach to improve 

practice, help shift institutional culture 

and embed this framework within the 

clinical maternity environment. 

We reach over 1,000 professionals every 

year through training, conferences and 

presentations. Our quarterly newsletter 

has over 1,500 subscribers, the majority 

maternity HCPs, which is growing by  

more than 38% each year.

In 2017-2018, evaluation following our 

training sessions found 84% of participants 

were either ‘confident’ or ‘very confident’ 
in using human rights principles in their 

practice, up from 35% before the session. 

Birthrights training was available for NHS 

Trusts under the £8m NHS Maternity 

Safety Training Fund, following our 

successful application to NHS England.

We also delivered two collaborative 

training sessions on human rights 

principles, the legal framework and 

maternity care for eight peer researchers 

managed by Revolving Doors and  

Birth Companions to inform their  

year-long project.

———

Thanks to the Sheila Kitzinger Programme 

at Green Templeton College Oxford, we 

held a seminar in October 2017 on consent 

in maternity care following the landmark 

Montgomery v Lanarkshire Supreme 

Court case. This led to an intrapartum 

consent tool being developed with NHS 

England and to the Secretary of State’s 

“Safer Maternity Care” strategy directly 

referencing the need for more work in  

this area.

We also helped shape the new curriculum 

for Obstetric and Gynaecology specialists 

through the Royal College of Obstetricians 

and Gynaecologists (RCOG).
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Changing  
policy and  
systems

Our impact:

Protecting human rights in childbirth

  ——— 
“ I feel that my concerns were not 
listened to, my knowledge of […] 
my own body and the previous 
trauma my body had suffered 
along with the recovery time 
were ignored. I was made to feel 
like a number rather than seen  
as an individual.” 

 
  —  Birthrights report on Maternal Request  

Caesarean, 2018
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Campaigns and 
communications

Legal  
cases

———

In 2017-2018, we developed our biggest 

campaign yet on maternal request 

caesarean, conducting Freedom of 

Information Act (FOI) requests which 

found only 26% of NHS Trusts offer 

caesareans in line with NICE best-practice 

guidance. Our public campaigning 

continues into 2018-19, to highlight how 

policies and processes in most areas are 

adding anxiety and distress to women  

at a vulnerable time.

We maintained a high profile within 
mainstream and health care professional 

media, with articles and comment featured 

on national and local radio and television, 

in The Guardian, The Pool and other 

national platforms and in the RCOG’s 

members’ magazine. We responded to 

the #metoo movement by publishing a 

blog about the positive impact of rights-

respecting maternity care on survivors  

of sexual violence and abuse. 
 

We grew our online reach including 

our social media following, newsletter 

subscriptions, and attracted over 80,000 

unique visitors to our website.

———

Birthrights intervened in two legal  

cases in coalition with organisations 

committed to protecting women’s 

reproductive rights.  
 

The case of R (A and B) v Secretary of  

State for Health in the Supreme Court 

(2017) led to a national policy change, 

ensuring women from Northern Ireland 

can now obtain abortion care without 

charge in England.

In Northern Ireland Human Rights 

Commission (NIHRC) Supreme Court 

Appeal Hearing (2017), we supported 

the NIHRC argument that the current 

abortion law, with regards to rape, incest, 

or serious foetal anomaly, is in breach 

of the European Convention on Human 

Rights (ECHR) and amounts to inhumane 

and degrading treatment of women in 

need of abortion care. The judgment called 

for urgent “radical reconsideration” of the 

current framework and warned a victim  

of the existing law would likely succeed  

if they brought proceedings.
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———

Thanks to funding from Trust for London, 

we increased staff capacity to develop  

our evidence base and shine a spotlight  

on hidden areas. 

We began our joint project with  

Birth Companions to identify the  

human rights experiences of women  

facing severe and multiple disadvantage  

in the perinatal period in London,  

which will continue throughout 2018.

We published the Final Report on the 

Human Rights and Dignity Experience 

of Disabled Women during Pregnancy, 

Childbirth and Early Parenting in 

collaboration with Bournemouth  

and Liverpool University, highlighting 

a range of rights-based issues faced 

by pregnant, disabled women within 

maternity care. 

Protecting human rights in childbirth

Policy Research

———

We have advocated for human rights  

in maternity care through relationships 

with local and national policymakers, 

consultation responses and our role on 

influential groups, including the Maternity 
Transformation Stakeholder Council. 

We successfully influenced the A-EQUIP 
guidance for Professional Midwifery 

Advocates, NHS England’s Fifteen Steps 

for Maternity Toolkit using our disability 

research, and the Secretary of State for 

Health’s revised maternity safety strategy, 

ensuring it included content on human 

rights, autonomy and decision-making  

and co-hosting a workshop to take this  

work forward.

We also began challenging Oxford 

University Hospital’s policy not to conduct 

maternal request caesarean in response 

to numerous enquiries, highlighting the 

negative impact on women without social 

support or financial resources to transfer 
their care to another Trust.
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Our organisation 
and finances
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Total expenditure 
£72,028

74% (£53,059)  
Charitable activities

14% (£10,108)  
Raising funds

12% (£8,861)  
Support and  
governance

Protecting human rights in childbirth

Our organisation 
and finances

Our income  
in 2017-18

Our expenditure  
in 2017-18

———

A major focus has been sustainably 

developing our organisation to have  

staff and volunteer capacity to match 

demand, a diverse fundraising strategy  

and phased plans for growth, supported  

by robust processes and policies. This year 

we added two staff posts to our team and 

for 2018-2019 we have secured funding  

for another new role. 

We developed our first Theory of  
Change and strategic plan for 2018-21. 

Next year we will focus on more robustly 

understanding and measuring our impact. 

———

Birthrights is 
extremely grateful 
to everyone who has 
supported our work  
in 2017-2018, including:
•  The Baring Foundation

•  Bindmans LLP

•  Essex Chambers

•  Leigh Day

•  Sheila Kitzinger Programme

•  Trust for London

And our generous individual donors, 

volunteers and anonymous supporters.

Total income  
£115,827

88% (£101,667)  
Donations and grants

12% (£14,160)  
Charitable activities – 
income from training 
and speaking  
engagements

———

Of the £44,000 surplus, 

£42,000 was restricted grant 

funds to be carried forward in 

2018/19. At the end of 2017/18, 

we hold £23,598 in unrestricted 

reserves. Our goal is to build 

up our reserves to cover three 

months operating costs. 

———

Trust for London £30,000

The Baring Foundation £49,758

Donations and grants below 
£5,000 £16,659

Gifts in kind – pro bono legal 
advice and training £5,250

Income from charitable 
activities £14,160
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 With thanks to our partners

for supporting the  

production of this report.



28Protecting human rights in childbirth © 2019


