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Rising deaths among infants stun scientist s
_________________________________

Un expectedly hig h mo rtali ty rat e may be sig n a l, dem ogr aphers war n

BY ALANNA MITCHELL
The Globe and Mail

Fo r the first tim e, Statis ti cs Cana da ha s re -
co r ded a far hig her number of deaths among
Cana dians than it expected, inclu ding the first
rise in 31years in the infant mor tali ty rat e.

The figure s , publis hed yest e r day, left those
who fol low popula t ion tre n ds flabbergasted,
so cont r ary are they to what had been pre -
dicted .

"One won d ers whether this is kin d of like
the canary they use d to let loose in the mine,"
said Bob Glo sso p, co-ordin at or of progr ams
and res earch at the Vanier Ins titute of the
Fa m ily in Ott awa . "Cou ld this be the first
in d i c ation that the envi ron ment is becoming
in cre asi ngly tox ic? "

The jump in deaths bet ween 1992 and
1993 has pushe d the percent age increa s e to
the hig hest lev el on record . In fact, it is the
greatest inc rea s e, comparing one year to the
next, sin ce the deva station of the Second
Wo r ld War.

Acco r ding to Stats can’s pre diction s, base d
on the age and sex str ucture of the popula -
tion, the number of deaths oug ht to hav e
risen 3 per cent bet ween 1992 and 1993. In-
st ea d, it ros e 4. 3 per cent. To people who
fo llow popula t ion tre n ds , this is an eno rmous
differenc e.

In all, about 600 more men and 1,900
mo re women died in 1993 than expected,
said Stats can, for a tot al number of 204,912
deaths. In 1992, the number was 196,535.

St ats can analys t Kathryn Wil kin s said that
so m e of the unexpected deaths among
women were the res ult of smoking -rela ted
diseases. Among men, some stem med from

HIV-AIDS, diabet es, lung dis ease and stroke.
The year 1993 was als o a bad year for influ-
enza in March and April, whi c h may als o
have cau sed the jump in deaths.

The infant mor tali ty rat e rose to 6.3 deaths
fo r ev ery 1,000 liv e bi rths in 1993 from 6.1
deaths in 1992. The rat e, con sid ere d the
qu int essentia l in d i c at or of a nation’s socia l
health , la st ros e in 1962, Ms. Wilkins said.
Sh e said the ris e wa s largely due to deaths
of babies in the first week of life.

Partly as a res ult of this ris e, the life ex-
pect anc y of someon e born in 1993 was actu-
ally lowe r than that of someon e born the
ye ar before. For males, the figure stood at
74 .8 years, 0.03 of a year les s than in 1992.
Fo r fe males, it was 81.0 years, a los s of 0.1 8.

"I t caug ht our att entio n," Ms. Wilkins said
of the infant mor tali ty rat e. She added that
St ats can will not know whether this is a bli p
or the beginning of a new tre n d un til data
fo r the nex t fe w ye ars are in.

Reve rsals in such long-st anding tre n ds are
rare in popula t ion studies. Eve n rare r is when
they are als o un expected, as this one was. Al-
thou gh dem ogr aphers said they cannot pre dict
trends, and thes e fig ure s might be an anom-
aly, the fact that such crude indicato rs as rat e
of infant mor tali ty and numbers of deaths
we re bei ng affe cted was cau se for alarm.

"The ove r all fact of the inc rea s e is an in-
dication that the delive ry of health and socia l
prog rams is really in troub le," said Ellen
Gee, chair woman of the sociology and an-
thro pol ogy dep artment at Sim on Frase r
Un ive rsity in Bur nab y, B.C.

Rode ric Beauj ot, a sociologi st at the Uni-
ve rsity of West e rn Ont ario in Lon d on, said
it is ver y un u sual in First World cou ntr ies to

se e an inc rea s e in the infant mor tali ty rat e
and a decli ne in life expectanc y. He not e d
that when this hap pen ed in the for mer So-
vie t Un ion – alt hou gh to a mu ch more pro -
noun ced deg ree – it was thoug ht to be a
sign of the socia l disarray the re.

Dr. Gee not e d that infant mor tali ty is tie d
to two main facto rs: acces s to health care
and nutr ition in the pregnant woman. Sin ce
acces s to health care is good for mos t non-
abor igi nal women, the answe r to the ris e may
li e in poor nutr ition for wou ld-be mot he rs.

Lawrenc e Ne s tma n, directo r of the School
of Health Ser vic es Administ r ation at Dal-
housie Unive rsity in Halifax and the author
of a book on the delive ry of health care in
Cana da, said he doubts the ris e in deaths is
the res ult of health care, whi c h is stil l what
he called a "C adillac" ser vic e.

Rather, he said, it may be the fallou t fr om
seve r al years of economic unc e rtain ty. The
li nk bet ween unw ant e d un emplo ym e n t and
poor health has long been est ablis hed, he said.

"I think the chicke ns are coming home to
roos t," he said.

‘O ne won ders whe t her
this is kind of like the
canary the y used to let
loose in the mine.
Co uld this be the first
indicat ion that the en-
vironment is becoming
incre asingly toxic?’

In the fifth parag raph of the article EM9524 reprint e d abov e, it is stated that Stats can pre dicte d a ris e in the total number of
deaths in Cana da of 3 per cent bet ween 1992 and 1993 but the actual rise was 4.3 per cent. In lig ht of this (and othe r) in-
fo rmation in the article, dis cus s cr iti c a l ly, from a sta tis tical perspectiv e, the statement: The dif fer ence between the pre dicte d
and actual number of dea ths in Canada in 1993 is so small pro por tionately (1.3 per cen t age poi nts) that it is not statist i cally
sign ificant and is mos t li kel y due to chance.
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In the sixth parag raph of the article EM9524 reprint e d abov e, the tot al numbers of deaths in Cana da in 1992 and 1993 are
give n. Outli ne, in poi nt for m, the measur ing is s ues raise d by thes e two numbers.
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Li st the exp lanation s give n in the article EM9524 for the unexpected ris e in the total number of deaths in Cana da in 1993;
in clu de wit h each exp lanation the name and affiliation of the person who sugge s ted it.

• On the basis of the infor mation giv en in the article, rank the three exp lanation s in order of plau sibility; justify you r rank-
ing brief ly.
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