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Abstract

Introduction. The disagreement of the general public’s views on home births is practically identical for the professional
public and specialists also. The core of the problem lies in the disunity between individual countries of the European
Union—complete prohibition under the risk of committing a crime on one side and standard procedure perceived as
something completely common on the other side. Methods. The authors focused on the prevalence of home births
in individual EU countries, together with the proportion of neonatological mortality compared to the number of live
births, which are data that, unlike home births, are mandatory in each EU Member State. Data on home births were
obtained from available official and verified sources such as the Ministry of Health, reviews published by the WHO, or
published peer-reviewed scientific and professional works. Secondary data were procured via Web of Science, Scopus,
or PubMed. Results. The aim of the study was to trace the documented numbers of home births in the individual states
of the European Union in the years 2015 to 2019, to analyze them with data on live births together and with data
on infant mortality. A comparative analysis of the compiled data can be used to conclude which countries have the
highest domestic birth rates and how the birth rate is manifested in these countries. Based on the analysis of available
data, it can be determined that the Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany have the highest share of domestic births.
The link between home births and increased neonatal mortality has not been established. Eastern Europe countries
have the highest neonatal mortality, namely Romania (1.19%) and Malta (0.63%). Conclusion. The Netherlands has the
highest domestic birth rate per 100 000 inhabitants with a 5-year average of 161 922 (overall average of all live births
993.40), but is also in | Ith place in neonatal mortality, together with Denmark and Belgium, which have 0.35% neonatal
neonatal mortality. The country with the lowest neonatal mortality of 0.19% is Slovenia. The total average of all
children born in 5 years (915 live births) is 1.422. When monitoring the number of domestic births in other countries
in the years 2015 to 2019, an increasing tendency of this trend is observed.
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This report shows the summary of home births in
each member state of the EU. Alling with that it

Introduction

The study deals with the rising trend of home births, which
are becoming more and more popular with the general
public. Home births are not registered by any country of
the European Union, with the exception of the Netherlands,
where the frequency of home births is the highest. The
limit for the paper is the non-existent statistics related to
this topic. The percentage is calculated off estimation in
each country of the European Union. These estimations
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are the numbers of children’s births with a missing con-
crete place of birth. Simultaneously there was no study
concerning the topic of home births in the EU found.
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compares the data of children born alive with a preva-
lence of home births and neonatal mortality rate.

At present, home births are on a continuous, albeit
gradual, rise. EU countries have different approaches to
this issue. While the Netherlands and Denmark support
their residents in the issue of home births, other coun-
tries such as the Czechia, Slovakia and others do not
have legally prohibited births, but midwives are not
allowed to work outside hospital facilities. In the event
of a breach of these regulations, midwives risk heavy
penalties or a ban on activities for up to 1 year.

The prevalence of home births is rather similar in all
the countries with being around 1% or less of all the
births. An exception could be seen in the Netherlands
where the number is much higher (around 16.3% of all
births.) In the Netherlands, the hospital care divides
their patients into 2 groups—primary and secondary
one. The primary group consists of labors with a low
chance of any complication. The labor is guided only by
the midwife without the presence of any doctor who is
called only in case there’s any problem that is unsolv-
able by the midwife herself. Three hours after the labor
these women could be sent home but only if nothing
went wrong. Women in the second group have a higher
risk of potential complications. In these cases, a doctor
must be present. This kind of care can be also found in
Denmark. The rest of the EU doesn’t have any kind of
system which would similarly divide their patients. Both
a midwife and a doctor are presented during any labor.
In cases where the patients request it, there’s a chance to
be given drugs to dull the pain.!

Countries that allow mothers to give birth at home
also offer other alternatives, such as maternity homes,
where a woman avoids the stress that the hospital envi-
ronment puts on her. The maternity wards are almost
fully managed by midwives and the doctor is called to
give birth only in the event of complications. The moth-
ers report a more pleasant environment in which they
can give birth to the offspring and feel less pressure on
their person from the staff.

The aim of the paper is to compile an overview for
EU countries on the issue of domestic birth rates and
subsequent comparison with data on neonatal mortality
and the number of live births in a given country for a
particular year.

Methods

The report is based on a wide scale of sources. The data
of children born alive are taken from the official state
resources such as national statistical offices. The data
about the prevalence of home births are mostly taken

from research papers or academic publications. In 2
cases the data are taken from the overview given by the
local ministry of health. And there are 6 different cases
where the data are from the overview given by WHO.

The estimated number of home births was individu-
ally calculated by basic mathematical methods where
the input was the number of children born alive and the
estimated percentage of home birth in given states. The
comparison and the evaluation proceeds from the high-
est to the lowest represented percentage.

The median value of home births is calculated via the
MEDIAN function.

The data of neonatal mortality rate are taken from the
official online sources.

In the case of 3 different countries, the data are taken
from their national statistical institutes. In the rest, the
data are taken from the European statistics. Next, there
were made percentual calculations of deaths in each
country in given years. The average percentage of 5
years of neonatal deaths is calculated based on these cal-
culations via basic mathematical operations. Next, the
data of all the countries are benchmarked. All data in
were converted to 100 000 inhabitants using basic math-
ematical methods.

At the same time, the work is limited by non-existent
statistics on the number of births that take place outside
the hospital environment.

Results

The highest rate of home births can be found in the
Netherlands. Women there trust the health care system
which allows them the labor at home. As explained
above the health care for pregnant women there is
divided into primary and secondary one. The patients
with a low risk of any complication are classed to the
primary care. Vice-versa if there’s a chance of any com-
plication, the patient gets into secondary care also knows
as specialized care. A similar situation can be observed
in Denmark which ranked second out of the countries of
the EU in the prevalence of home births. The women
choose the option of home birth in 1.4% of all cases.
Denmark offers their patients to choose the place of
labor. In case they choose the home birth they must
arrange their midwife.>?

The third-highest number of home births was reached
in Germany. Although there is a 4 times higher count of
labors in Germany than there is in the Netherlands, the
count of home births is only 1.3% out of all the labors.
Belgium places as the fourth with the rate of 1.1% home
births out of all labors. The data of children born alive in
Belgium are registered with 2 times higher prevalence
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Table I. A Brief Overview of Countries of the EU and Their Approximate Counts of Home Births.

Countries of EU

Children born alive

Number of home births

(per 100 000 Home

habitants) 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 births (%) 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
Belgium®¢ 1080 1069 1047 1031 1006 I.1* 11.88 11.76 11.52 11.34 11.07
Bulgaria’ 919 912 904 885 882 ok - - - - -
Czechia®’ 1050 1066 1080 1073 1052 0.25% 2.63 2.67 2.70 2.68 2.63
Denmark'® 1024 1076 1065 1061 1052 | 4% 14.34 15.06 1491 14.85 14.73
Estonia'"'2 1057 1068 1046 1087 1063 0.45%* 476 4.8l 471 4.89 4.78
Finland '3 1012 961 914 863 826 0.2% 2.02 1.92 1.83 1.73 1.65
France'>'® 1143 I1é 1091 1073 1062 I* 11.43 .16 10.91 10.73 10.62
Croatia'” 891 901 885 903 888 kk - - - - -
Ireland'2 '8 1394 1343 1286 1254 1212 0.2°%* 2.79 2.69 2.57 251 242
Italy'*20 688 727 749 775 804 0.1%* 0.69 0.73 0.75 0.78 0.80
Cyprus?"2 1082 1110 1074 1072 1083 otk - - - - -
Lithuania'2% 1084 1068 1015 1007 992 0.8%* 8.67 8.54 8.40 8.06 7.94
Spain?*2 905 883 840 789 763 0.32% 2.90 2.83 2.69 2.52 2.44
Sweden??’ 1172 1183 1148 1138 1114 I* 11.74 11.83 11.48 11.38 I1.14
Hungary?®%° 932 949 1079 638 941 0.9% 8.39 8.54 9.71 5.74 847
Malta230 997 995 936 927 880  0.3%** 2.99 2.99 2.8l 2.78 2.64
Germany3# 903 962 950 950 936 [.3% 11.74 12,51 1235 1335 1217
The Netherlands®3! 1007 1013 991 978 978  16.3* 164.14 165.12 161.53 15941 15941
Poland3?33 972 1007 1059 1022 987 0.03* 0.29 0.30 0.32 0.31 0.30
Portugal®*3> 825 844 836 846 842 | 825 8.44 8.36 8.46 8.42
Austria'23%¢ 976 1004 966 968 957 I* 9.76 10.04 9.66 9.68 9.57
Romania®”3® 589 525 606 738 591 0.25% 1.47 1.31 1.52 1.85 1.48
Greece®*% 849 862 823 805 781 0.3* 2.56 2.59 2.47 242 2.34
Slovakia®*! 1025 1060 1066 1058 1046 0.25% 2.56 2.65 2.67 2.66 2.62
Slovenia'%#? 1000 985 980 844 926 0.15%* 1.50 1.48 1.47 1.27 1.39
Latvia'2* Il 1121 1072 1002 982 I* 111 11.21 10.72 10.02 9.82
Luxembourg'?# 1074 1040 1035 1028 1005 0.5%* 5.37 5.20 5.18 5.14 5.03

The results are calculated out of estimated counts of home births in each country with the number of children born alive each year. This is
caused by the limit of this report considering the non-existent statistics and data. The approximate percentual estimation is the result of the

missing data that the child was born in the hospital.
*scientific or professional published article.
**Ministry of Health, WHO.

*untraceable value.

than in Denmark, but anyway, the difference of home
births is only 0.3%. The difference in the number of
children born alive is around 50 000 infants a year which
is not so dramatic variance in comparison to the other
countries, but the disparity of home births is 15.2%. The
difference is that in Belgium no system would divide
their patients into the primary and secondary groups as
there is in Netherlands and Denmark. All the patients
can expect to have specialized care from a doctor and
such in case they decide to give birth in a hospital. This
system works in most of the countries in the EU.*

The lowest count of home births is found in Poland.
There are only registered about 120 home births a year.
Poland is followed by Italy where is registered only
0.1% of home births out of all the labors. In this case,

Italy is very similar to the Western countries. Patients,
there are free to choose the home birth, but this option is
not that popular in Italy.

Slovenia is placed third with the rate of 0.15%,
despite out of hospital premises is not prohibited.
Women there trust the local healthcare system, so
they don’t necessarily need to choose otherwise
(Table 1).

Next, there are the countries in the north of Europe.
The typical rate of home births there is around 0.2%.
The only exception is Sweden with the rate of 1% home
birth out of all the labors.

The third country with the lowest domestic birth
rate is Slovenia with a value of 0.15%, although births
outside the hospital environment are not prohibited.
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Table 2. The Data of Children Born Alive and the Data of Neonatal Mortality Rate.

Countries of Neonatal mortality Percentage (%)

EU (per 100 Average
000 habitants) 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 (%)
Belgium* 3.548 3415 3.771 3.886 3.734 0.32 0.31 0.36 0.38 0.37 0.35
Bulgaria* 6.046 5.934 5.766 5.098 4903 0.66 0.65 0.64 0.58 0.56 0.62
Czechia®’ 2.579 3.000 2.869 2747  2.699 0.25 0.28 0.27 0.26 0.26 0.26
Denmark* 3.800 3.387  4.007  3.90I 1113 0.37 0.32 0.38 0.37 0.30 0.35
Estonia* 2.661 2.508 2.429 1.740 1.658 0.25 0.24 0.23 0.16 0.15 0.21
Finland*® 1.770 1.820 1.852 1.831 1.737 0.18 0.19 0.20 0.21 0.21 0.20
France* 4424 4378 4440  433| 4.259 0.39 0.39 0.41 0.40 0.40 0.40
Croatia* 3.660 3.859 3.584 3.838 3516 0.41 0.43 0.41 0.43 0.40 0.42
Ireland* 4785  4.080 3.890 3.575 3.344 0.34 0.30 0.30 0.29 0.28 0.30
Italy*® 2302 2209 2067 2032 1.688 0.34 0.30 0.28 0.26 0.21 0.28
Cyprus* 2.949 2.936 1.370 2.529 2.835 0.27 0.26 0.13 0.24 0.26 0.23
Lithuania® 4544 4846 3.005 3.427 3.221 0.42 0.45 0.29 0.34 0.32 0.36
Spain* 2.405 2.360 2.284 2.133 2013 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.26 0.27
Sweden* 2.878 2.943 2.764 2310 2.306 0.25 0.25 0.24 0.20 0.21 0.23
Hungary* 3.891 3.750 3.351 3.110 3.400 0.42 0.40 0.31 0.33 0.36 0.36
Malta*® 5.617 7.247 6.200 5.159 5.753 0.56 0.73 0.66 0.56 0.65 0.63
Germany*® 2.944 3.279 2,627  3.022 2.991 0.32 0.34 0.33 0.32 0.32 0.33
Netherlands* 3312 3.506 3.543 3.378 3.557 0.33 0.35 0.36 0.35 0.36 0.35
Poland*® 3886  4.008  4.224 3.934 3719 0.40 0.40 0.40 0.39 0.38 0.39
Portugal® 2414 2731 2.223 2613 2.392 0.29 0.32 0.27 0.33 0.28 0.30
Austria®’ 2.997 3079 2910 2613 2815 0.31 0.31 0.29 0.27 0.29 0.29
Romania* 7.605 7.101 6.983 6.296 5.838 1.29 1.35 I.15 1.17 0.99 1.19
Greece* 3.364 3.591 2.845 2.795 2.929 0.40 0.42 0.35 0.35 0.38 0.38
Slovakia*® 5.255 5727 4835 5.288 5.354 0.51 0.54 0.45 0.50 0.51 0.50
Slovenia* 1.599 1.985 2.033 1.591 1.915 0.16 0.20 0.21 0.17 0.21 0.19
Latvia* 3.098 2.824 3.041 2,177 2.256 0.41 0.37 0.41 0.31 0.34 0.37
Luxemburg* 2.985 3.952 3354 4441 4.677 0.28 0.38 0.32 0.43 0.47 0.38

These readings are displayed in a spreadsheet that shows accurate numbers of neonatal deaths in each state of the EU and the average rate of
neonatal mortality in the monitored 5 years.

However, women here trust the health care system and
do not use it much.

Next, there are the countries in the north of Europe.
The typical rate of home births there is around 0.2%.
The only exception is Sweden with the rate of 1% home
birth out of all the labors.

The median value of home births across the countries
of the EU is 0.3. This rate does not factor in the preva-
lence of home births in the Netherlands and Poland since
these are the limit values. The median value of home
births in the EU is quite low but based on the growing
demand for hospital labors it could be assumed that this
value will grow in time.*

The state with the highest neonatal mortality rate in
Romania where the rate is over 1.19%. Romania is the
only country in the EU where this rate is above 1%. In
the second place in Malta where the rate of neonatal
mortality is 0.63. As third-placed Bulgaria which has

lower rate only by 0.01%. Following countries are
Slovakia with the rate approximately 0.5%, Croatia with
0.42%, France with 0.40 and Poland with 0.39%. All the
other countries have a rate of approximately 0.3%.

The lowest neonatal mortality rate is found in
Slovenia with a rate of 0.19%. The second best is
Finland with the rate of 0.20%. Similar rates are dis-
played in Estonia and Cyprus. Czechia has the best rate
in Central Europe and giving the count of labors with
the other countries the care of new-borns is exceptional
(Table 2).

The median value of home births across the countries
of the EU is 0.3. This rate does not factor in the preva-
lence of home births in the Netherlands and Poland since
these are the limit values. The median value of home
births in the EU is quite low but based on the growing
demand for hospital labors it could be assumed that this
value will grow in time.



Galkova et al

The state with the highest neonatal mortality rate in
Romania where the rate is over 1.19%. Romania is the
only country in the EU where this rate is above 1%. In
the second place in Malta where the rate of neonatal
mortality is 0.63. As third-placed Bulgaria which has
lower rate only by 0.01%. Following countries are
Slovakia with the rate approximately 0.5%, Croatia with
0.42%, France with 0.40 and Poland with 0.39%. All the
other countries have a rate of approximately 0.3%.

The lowest neonatal mortality rate is found in
Slovenia with a rate 0f 0.19%. The second best is Finland
with the rate of 0.20%. Similar rates are displayed in
Estonia and Cyprus. The Czechia has the best results in
Central Europe and when comparing the number of
births with other countries with excellent results in new-
born care.

Discussion

According to available professional sources, it can be
assumed that the analysis of domestic births has not yet
received adequate professional attention. This is there-
fore the first systematic comparison of domestic birth
rates within the European Union together with neonatal
mortality.

The country with the highest percentage of domestic
births per 100 000 inhabitants is clearly the Netherlands.
At the same time, it holds neonatal mortality at an aver-
age of 0.35%, which is 600 neonatal deaths per year.
This knowledge documents a highly qualified approach
to home births. A possible reason for the high home birth
rate in the Netherlands is probably the hospital care of
the mothers, which is set in the very early release of the
mother and the newborn after the birth to the home envi-
ronment. Hendrix et al*® also presents this theory in his
publication, “Cost Analysis of the Dutch Obstetric
System: low-risk nulliparous women preferring home or
short-stay hospital birth - a prospective non-randomised
controlled study.”

There is a relatively sparse network of hospitals in
the Nordic EU countries, and it takes even several hours
for mothers in some areas to get to the hospital. The
assumption is that there will be a high home birth rate.
Based on the research, this has not been confirmed; on
the contrary, the Nordic countries are below average in
the birth rate. The rationale for the result is found in a
study by Blix et al,>> which states the possibility of
securing a midwife, but there is a high risk that, due to
the long range, women are not guaranteed that a mid-
wife will reach them in time.

Data shows that Spain is one of the countries where
home births and labors off hospital premises, in general,

are not a common thing. The prevalence of home births
in Spain is 0.32%. The work of Galera-Barbero et al’!
reports that this value is 0.36%. The difference is caused
by the longer monitored period. Galera-Barbero et al
monitored home births between 1989 and 2019, on the
contrary, this study reviews only the last 5 years. The
conversion of results of this report shows a stable situa-
tion of home births in Spain.’!

In most Central and Southern European countries, the
proportion of domestic births is small. This is due to his-
torical developments in these countries. Home births in
the Czech Republic are rather an exceptional event,
because the legislation does not allow midwives to work
in the home environment. Obstetricians and gynecolo-
gists have issued consensus on domestic births, which
they do not approve of and are outlawed.’>** At the same
time, the Czech Republic holds one of the lowest neona-
tological mortality rates among EU countries. The rea-
son that contributes greatly to this fact is the high level
of neonatology care that newborns receive here. In his
work, Zuidberg et al also presents an overview of neona-
tal mortality rates, in which the Czechia has one of the
lowest in Europe, which correlates with our findings.

Slovenia is one of the countries where home births
are really minimally sought after. While birth rates are
below average compared to other EU countries, Slovenia
has the lowest neonatal mortality rate in the EU. Based
on empirical opinions, we explain low domestic birth
rates by the fact that women trust hospital facilities and
obstetricians, and at the same time do not want to endan-
ger their child’s lives by giving birth outside the hospital
environment, where they may not receive timely help in
case of complications.

Limits of Study

The research is also limited by the non-existed statistics
of labors that happen off the hospital premises.

Conclusion

The submitted study explores the topic of alternative
options for labor. The purpose of this study is to review
the current situation of labors off hospital premises. This
study focuses on the respective countries of the EU to be
specific. Considering the non-existent statistics about
this topic, the data are retrieved out of the available offi-
cial and verified resources—for example, Ministry of
Health, WHO, published and reviewed scientific articles
written by experts and specialists.

All the data were summarized to a spreadsheet which
shows the numbers of children born alive in 5 years
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period, the percentage of home births, and respective
numbers of children born off hospital premises. For
comparison the chart also shows a neonatal mortality
rate in each country of the EU.

Giving the growing popularity of home births their count
may be going to be growing as well. Therefore, a respective
country should take notes from the countries with low neo-
natal mortality rates and a high count of home births. In the
case of the EU, the best option is the Netherlands.
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