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Helping mothers with epilepsy get the care they need
Nuru’s labor pains had already started when she knocked on the door of the birth 
center in a small village in Uganda. Aisha was the midwife on-call that night. 
She welcomed Nuru, gave her a little food and drink, helped her walk around and 
keep moving, and comforted her when her water broke. By sunrise, Nuru was the 
mother of a baby girl, Tomanika. She was exhausted by the delivery and quickly 
fell asleep.

Aisha noticed Nuru made jerking movements in her sleep. Even after she woke 
up, Nuru’s face and arms moved uncontrollably. She had trouble holding and 
breastfeeding Tomanika because she felt so poorly. She was afraid she would drop 
her baby. Aisha saw Nuru was having different types of seizures—sometimes she 
lost consciousness, but other times she did not. She asked Nuru about her seizures. 

Nuru explained her seizures began a few years ago after she fell and hit her head 
while working. When a health camp was held near her village, she talked to a 
visiting doctor. She even showed the doctor burn scars on her arm that she got 
during a seizure while cooking. The doctor gave her medicine to take every day—
once in the morning and once at night.

The medicine made Nuru sleepy. Still, she took it every day as the doctor said. 
After some days, Nuru felt better. Her seizures happened less often. But her 
medicine ran out. Travel to the district health center was costly and Nuru had no 
money to buy medicine. All she could do was to wait for the next health camp. 

During the months she waited, Nuru’s 
seizures returned. At the next health 
camp, she was given a different medicine. 
The new medicine slowed her seizures but 
gave her such terrible headaches that she 
stopped using it. 

Shortly after this, Nuru got pregnant.

(continued on next page)

Have you had these 
problems before?

Yes, for several years. 
Sometimes it is better, 
sometimes it is worse.

Let me see if we can 
get you a better 
medicine to stop 

your seizures.
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After hearing her story, Aisha phoned a doctor at the government hospital in 
the capital city who knew about epilepsy. She described Nuru’s seizures—what 
they looked like, how many times they happened in a day, and how they left her 
feeling. She also told the doctor about Nuru’s experiences with the two different 
medicines and how important it was that she be able to breastfeed her newborn.

The doctor agreed to send 3 months of medicine by 
motorcycle to the birth center, at no charge. She 
explained the dose and how to adjust it for problems.

Nuru’s seizures lessened and then stopped with 
medicine. She began to sleep through the night and 
her health improved. Tomanika was breastfeeding 
and gaining weight. But Aisha was worried. She 
knew that Nuru’s farm work would not allow her to 
pay for more medicine, even though the medicine 
did not cost very much. Aisha offered her work at the birth center tending the 
garden, caring for the chickens, and sweeping the compound. The person doing 
these jobs was away for a few months and Nuru could take over until they 
returned. This would help cover the cost of Nuru’s medicine for some months. 
Tomanika could stay in the nursery while her mother worked. 

But how could they ensure Nuru continued to get the antiseizure medicine she 
needs every day? After all, the job at the birth center was temporary.

The midwives at the birth center started a community donation drive to help 
people get necessary medicines they cannot 
afford. They spoke at churches and mosques. 
They got support from school children in the 
villages to go door-to-door and ask people 
to help their aunts, sisters, cousins, and 
daughters live a better life. They also started 
building relationships with community 
leaders who could help persuade political 
leaders to ensure a better and continuous 
supply of medicines safe for use by pregnant people. 

Now their center conducts donation drives every three months and has created a 
small but growing fund for needed medicines.

The doctor also said you 
will be the best mother 
Tomanika could have! 


