
Birth Evacuations & 
Indigenous Midwifery



Forced birth evacuations: 
The practice of relocating pregnant 

Indigenous women to urban hospitals to 
give birth. This is done at 36-38 weeks 

gestation and typically the women travel 
alone, not by choice, hundreds of 

kilometres away. 

-This practice was born out of 
colonialism, where Indigenous people’s 
healthcare practices were stripped via 
residential schools and destruction of 
language/families. 

-In the 1970’s, blanket-policy birth 
evacuations began as an attempt to 
decrease infant mortality.

-Indigenous women still do not have 
choice in the healthcare they receive, and 
often face racism from within the system.

-This subjugation has been discussed as a 
form of colonialist genocide (Dangerfield, 
2023). (Dangerfield, 2023, n.p; Gabriel, 2023, p. 132-43)
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Birth Evacuations & COVID-19 -In 2022, several Indigenous women self-assessed 
their risk of evacuating for birth during the 
pandemic.

-Most agreed it was less favourable to travel to 
cities where outbreaks were much less contained.

-For many, COVID-19 had parallels to the 
European-introduced diseases that historically 
devastated Indigenous communities.

-The trauma of biowarfare meant that evacuating to 
urban hospitals, alone, was uniquely horrific during 
this time.   
(Murdock et al, 2024 n.p; Reading, 2018, p 3-17) (2)



-Health disparities within Indigenous populations are 
not genetic.

-Heightened rates of: infant death, low and high 
birth-weights, gestational diabetes and poverty are 
caused by the generational trauma of colonialism.

-Medical care is usually several hours south, and 
Indigenous health practices are underfunded or banned 
in urban hospitals.

-In recent years, programs which address these 
concerns have been established, one being the Maternal 
Child Health program in Opaskwayak Health 
Authority. (Pauls, 2024)
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Indigenous Midwifery & 
Decolonization

-Indigenous mothers and babies experience 
significantly higher death and illness rates.  (Benoit, 
et. al., 2024, n.p)

-the predominant belief is that the stresses of 
racism within the healthcare system leads to 
poorer birth outcomes.  (Benoit, et. al., 2024, n.p)

-By all accounts, integrating cultural practices 
improves health outcomes  (Turpel & White Hill, 2020, 
p. 22; Hayward & Cidro, 2021, p. 217)

-the solution to this inequity is widely accepted 
to be Indigenous midwives, who can provide 
unique and appropriate care. (Benoit, et. al., 2024, n.p)

-Midwives have historically been pushed aside 
or outlawed in favour of the medical model, 
despite the practice operating successfully for 
thousands of years prior. (Benoit, et. al., 2024, n.p)



Path Forward? -The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) often regarded as most 
comprehensive”document on the rights of Indigenous people 
(Hayward & Cidro, 2021, p. 214)

-recommendations from UNDRIP include, but are not limited 
to, cultural integration of care in all aspects of medicine (Hayward & 

Cidro, 2021, p. 214)

-recommendations from “In Plain Sight” report stress the 
importance of Indigenous healthcare professionals not only to 
treat, but to represent much needed diversity within the field. 
(Turpel & White Hill, 2020, p. 36)

-Re-installation of Indigenous midwifery practices, in 
conjunction with modern medicine, is key to decolonising 
healthcare (Hayward & Cidro, 2021, p. 214)
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