
OPINION

For those of us in maternal and 
infant care, we stand at a cross-
roads. On one hand, we are in the 
midst of perhaps the most robust 
national conversation around 
maternal care, related health 
inequities, and expanded access 
to postpartum care that we have 
ever had. Yet, while the dialogue 
is flowing faster than ever, we are 
falling further behind in many tell-
ing measurements. Our mater-
nal mortality rate, notably the worst of all 
developed nations, rose a staggering 40% 
year over year from 2020 into 2021.

Tori Bowie’s tragic death is a recent 
high-profile example of this current para-
dox. A gold-medal Olympian and once 
the fastest woman in the world, she was 
found dead at 32, alone in her Orlando 
home. Having gone into labor early, officials 
believed she experienced complications 
from respiratory distress and eclamp-
sia — but this is only part of the story. Her 
friend and manager told press that Bowie 
was mistrustful of the medical system and 
worked to avoid hospital care: she would 
routinely skip prenatal appointments. 
Despite being financially stable and fully 
insured, cracks in the system failed her. 
Bowie was unable to receive the medical 
care needed to monitor her condition, track 
warning signs, and help ensure a viable, 
healthy pregnancy to full-term.

Tori Bowie is one of hundreds of women 
whose stories illustrate that the care 
models we have employed to date are all too 
often falling short. At this juncture, facing 
our maternity care crisis, redefining a more 
thoughtful, collaborative, and comprehen-
sive maternity journey is perhaps the most 
impactful action we can take.

To help change the trajectory of mater-
nal and infant health in America, we need 
to thoughtfully implement proactive and 
protective strategies. Instead of thoughts 
and prayers, we need to promote plans 
and policy changes. There are actions we 
can take, from emphasizing uninterrupted 
postpartum coverage to strategies that 
unite health plans and providers around a 
shared goal: whole person, managed care 
delivery that saves lives.

One bright spot is the strides that post-
partum care has made over the last few 
years. As a resident of Southwest Flor-
ida, I was overjoyed last May, when news 
came in that Florida was approved for a 

12-month postpartum extension, 
a lifeline to much needed care and 
support for 52,000 new parents 
statewide.

Prior to this extension, nearly half 
(46.8%) of Florida’s new mothers 
would have lost their insurance 
coverage only 60 days after child-
birth. Now they have access to a full 
year of health care, which encom-
passes a period colloquially known 
as the “fourth trimester,” an essen-

tial time for healing, recovery, and newborn 
bonding. With coverage, these new moth-
ers can now seek care to help monitor 
and manage postpartum symptoms, learn 
more about breastfeeding, initiate weight 
management if needed, and keep high 
blood pressure and other chronic condi-
tions in check.

When it comes to caring for new moth-
ers, these checkups are critical. Recent 
studies demonstrate that regular access 
to care and ongoing monitoring can help 
prevent up to 67% of pregnancy-related 
deaths. This is especially critical as stud-
ies show that more than half (53%) of all 
maternity-related fatalities occur within 
the 12 months following childbirth.

Our new moms are in crisis, and the time 
to act is now. What happened to Tori Bowie 
— what happens to hundreds of women 
each year – is largely preventable. With 
greater urgency than ever before, stake-
holders across our great state and nation-
wide are joining forces to help improve the 
standard and quality of care for expecting 
women. By working together, policymak-
ers, plans, and providers alike can advance 
new care pathways that address risk, prob-
lem solve, educate, and support — a contin-
uum of care that provides high-quality care 
for every new mother and infant.

While we continue to have important 
work to do, implementing these inclu-
sive strategies to change the narrative and 
broaden the scope of care brings great 
hope. We know what we have to do; now 
we must band together to approach care 
proactively and provide coverage that 
paves the way for a lifetime of health and 
well-being. A path that promotes healthier 
starts to support optimal health, wellness, 
and well-being throughout every stage of 
life.

Ann Kent is the chief growth officer of 
ProgenyHealth.

GUEST COLUMNIST

A bright future for maternal 
health despite mortality rates

By Ann 
Kent

The issue of our Cuba policy has 
been quiet recently, but it remains 
a critical component of our overall 
hemispheric relationships, and it 
will undoubtedly erupt again in the 
upcoming senatorial races. 

In Florida it will make noise 
as always, thanks to the extreme 
right of my own Cuban American 
community, who will try to force 
Democratic candidates for senator 
to cower into a hostile Cuba policy, 
only to then see them vote for Republican 
incumbent Rick Scott anyway.

The debate will also be triggered by the 
demotion and likely resignation of New 
Jersey Democratic Sen. Robert Menendez, 
who for decades has been the main obsta-
cle to any rational approach to the island 
from his chairmanship of the Senate 
Committee on Foreign Relations. 

So make no mistake, now is the time to 
abandon our failed Cuba policy and move 
to a policy of engagement, as President 
Barack Obama began to successfully do a 
few years ago.

Our embargo policy of more than 60 
years has only managed to cause immense 
suffering to the 11 million people on the 
island, as well as encourage an uncon-
trolled Cuban migration that needlessly 
adds to our immigration challenges. 

All of this in the guise of an utterly failed 
“regime change” strategy — now seven 
decades old and counting — mostly cater-
ing to the extreme right of my community 
in Miami, which is a miniscule portion of 
the U.S. electorate. 

However, multiple polls tell us that 
roughly 60% or more of the U.S. electorate 
favors a policy of engagement with Cuba, 
even in today’s Trumpian environment.

No serious expert thinks that Cuba 
poses a national security risk to the U.S. or 
any other country in our continent. 

In fact, Cuba played a very constructive 
role in bringing peace to a half-century 
of warfare between the largest insurgent 
force and the government of Colombia 
and is now hosting further negotiations 
with another guerrilla group, all with the 
support of multiple Colombian adminis-
trations. 

Also, every other country in our conti-
nent has had full diplomatic, and often 

trade, relations with Cuba for 
decades, not to mention that all 
but two or three countries have 
voted for an end to the embargo 
for the last 30 years in the United 
Nations General Assembly.

The actions of the Cuban 
government hardly suggest the 
signs of a “terrorist” hemispheric 
role, which is another failed 
excuse for the embargo. 

If anything, regarding terror-
ism, we should worry much more about 
the very dangerous extremists that only 
days ago threw two Molotov cocktails 
at the Cuban embassy in the middle of 
Washington, D.C., and those who a couple 
of years ago sprayed it with several dozen 
rounds of rifle fire. This terrorism is 
happening in our country. The times when 
Cuba-sponsored guerrilla groups in Latin 
American are long gone, and the accu-
sation that Cuba “sponsors terrorism” is 
ludicrous.

Menendez will almost certainly be gone 
from the Senate soon, and he’s already 
stepped down from his chairmanship of 
the Foreign Relations Committee. Presi-
dent Joe Biden will thus be free to move to 
a more constructive policy, following the 
Obama-Biden attempt of a few years ago.  

Multiple polls over the years tell us that 
he could attract 40%-50% of the Cuban 
American vote — and, as we know, poli-
tics is a game of margins among multiple 
sectors of the electorate. 

Will Biden be reviled by the extreme 
right of the Cuban American community 
for doing so? Yes, of course, but they are 
never going to vote for him, no matter how 
“anti-Castro” he tries to sound.

Most importantly, Biden would thus 
embark on a new path that, above all, will 
be better for our country and will also 
be welcomed by Cubans on the island as 
well as a sizable sector of Cuban Ameri-
cans, certainly in the Florida area, where 
the strident right wing is most effective in 
shutting down debate with fear. 

Most of all, it will be welcome every-
where else in our country.

Manuel Gomez is a retired occupational and 
environmental health specialist. He lives in 
Miami Beach and Washington D.C.
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