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Explanatory notes 

The term 'Indigenous' is used to refer to mothers and babies of Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander descent. 

Confinements and births in 'not stated' categories are excluded from calculation of percentages. 
Due to rounding, percentages may not always add up to exactly 100.0%. 

Trend lines have been fitted using a second order polynomial regression model to approximate a 
line of best fit (Klienbaum, kupper, Muller 1988). 

For most States and Tenitories, maternal age in this report is calculated as an integer h c t i o n  of 
the difference in days between baby date of birth and maternal date of birth divided by 365.25. 

Lengths of stay in t h ~ s  report are calculated as a h c t i o n  of the lfference in days between dates 
and in most cases only account for stays at the hospital of confiiement. All means are 
arithmetically derived excludmg unknowns and may differ from those derived by the States and 
Tenitories. 

If data items such as presentation or type of delivery lffered for twms or other multiple births, 
the confinement was arbitrarily included in the category of the first multiple birth. 

Fetal deaths (stillbirths) from the State and Territory perinatal collections have a gestational age 
of at least 20 weeks or a birthweight of at least 400g. Fetal, neonatal and perinatal deaths in the 
tables based on data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics have a birthweight of at least 5009 
or, when birthweight was not available, a gestational age of at least 22 weeks. 

Due to data editing and subsequent updates of State and Tenitory databases, the figures in this 
report may l f fe r  slightly from those in reports published by the States and Territories. 





Highlights 

In 1995, 260,044 babies born to 256,378 mothers were notified to perinatal data collections in 
the States and Territories, a decrease of 0.5% from 1994. More mothers had their babies in 
birth centres than in previous years and home births increased in 1995. 

The average age of all mothers in 1995 was 28.4 years, and 26.5 years for those having their 
first baby, continuing the upward trend in recent years. There were 13,562 teenage mothers 
(5.3% of all mothers), of whom 4,388 were aged 17 years or younger. 

Although some women are deferring childbearing, in 1995 only 1 in 14 mothers had their first 
baby at 35 years or older. Nearly one in 9 mothers with private health insurance were in this 
group, compared with only 1 in 23 mothers who did not have health insurance. 

There were 7,779 Indigenous mothers (3.0% of all mothers), of whom 2,483 gave birth in 
Queensland, 1,739 in New South Wales, 1,446 in Western Australia, 1,244 in the Northern 
Territory, and smaller numbers in the other States and the Australian Capital Territory. Their 
average age was 24.0 years and there was a high proportion of teenage mothers (22.7%). 

The proportion of mothers who were born in other countries decreased slightly to 22.7% in 
199 5, down from 22.8% in 1994. Mothers born in Asia increased from 5.1% of all mothers in 
1991 to 7.3% in 1995, reflecting the increasing number of confinements of mothers born in 
countries such as Vietnam (4,672), China (2,833), India (1,352), and the Philippines (2,665). 

Multiple pregnancies accounted for 1.4% of all confinements and included 3,476 twin 
pregnancies, 92 triplet pregnancies, and 2 quadruplet pregnancies. 

In 1995, almost 1 in 5 (19.3%) births was by caesarean section, slightly down from 19.4% in 
1994, but still higher than in previous years. South Australia (23.2%) had the highest caesarean 
rate in 1995 and New South Wales (17.5%) the lowest. Caesarean rates were higher among 
older mothers, those having their first baby, and those \\~th private health insurance. Mothers 
aged 35-39 years who were privately insured and having their first baby had a caesarean rate of 
37.6%. 

More mothers had relatively short postnatal stays in hospital in 1995 than in previous years. 
The proportion who stayed less than 4 days increased from 20.2% in 1991 to 35.5% in 1995. 
Mothers \vithout private health insurance had shorter postnatal stays than those with private 
health insurance. 

• Low birthweight (less than 2,500g) occurred in 16,571 (6.4%) infants in 1995. The mean 
birthweight of infants oflndigenous mothers was 3,159g, 199g less than for all births; 11.8% of 
Indigenous infants had a low birthweight, almost twice the national proportion. 

Fetal, neonatal and perinatal death rates were 5.0, 3.2 and 8.1 per 1,000 births, respectively, in 
1995, slightly higher for fetal and perinatal death rates and slightly lower for neonatal death 
rates when compared to 1994. Rates remain low, having steadily declined for the past two 
decades. The perinatal death rate of twins was 4.3 times higher, and of other multiple births 
nearly 10 times higher, than the death rate of singleton babies. 

In 1995, the survival up to 28 days oflow birthweight infants varied from 63.9% for infants of 
500-999g to 94.1% for those weighing 1000-1499g, and 98.2% for infants of 1500-1999g. 

1 



Introduction 

This report contains national data on births in Australia in 1995, based on notifications to the groups 
responsible for the perinatal data collection in each State and Territory. 

The major purposes of these perinatal collections are: 

to describe for all births the demographic, medical and pregnancy characteristics of mothers, and 
the characteristics and outcomes of their mfants; 

to identify risk factors contributing to adverse outcomes of mothers, their pregnancies, and the 
health status of their infants; 

to plan, implement and evaluate health services for pregnant women and their mfants; 

to enable analysis of national data, and comparison of characteristics and outcomes between 
States and Territories; 

to analyse perinatal and mfant deaths and other outcomes, by linlung perinatal data to other 
relevant data; 

to monitor specific outcomes such as congenital malformations: 

to conduct epidemiological studies of health problems among pregnant women and mfaants. 

The report also contains national data on trends in p e ~ a t a l  deaths. 

1.1 Data sources 
The perinatal collections are based on a national p e ~ a t a l  minimum data set which has been revised on 
several occasions since it was first introduced in 1979. Notification forms for each birth are usually 
completed by midwives, and sometimes by medical practitioners, who obtain information from the 
records of each mother and baby. Data processing, analysis, and publication of reports are undertaken 
by each State and Territory health authority. In Tasmania, the Department of Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology at the University of Tasmania has run the perinatal collection since 1974 and a revised 
p e ~ a t a l  collection started there in 1995. Each State and Territory provided computerised records for 
each mother and baby on floppy disks to the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare National 
Perinatal Statistics Unit at the University of Sydney. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) compiles statistics and publishes reports on live births and 
perinatal deaths from data made available by the Registrar of Births, Deaths and Marriages in each 
State and Territory. Data obtained from ABS and its published reports were used to analyse trends and 
variations in p e ~ a t a l  deaths in the period from 1973 to 1995. 

1.2 Perinatal minimum data set and definitions 
The national perinatal minimum data set has data items on socio-demographic characteristics of the 
mother; previous pregnancies; the current pregnancy; labour, delivery and the puerperium; and the 
mfant, inc luhg  birth status, sex, birthweight, Apgar scores, resuscitation, neonatal morbidity, and 
congenital malformations. The National Perinatal Data Advisory Committee has recommended 
definitions for these data items, which have been approved by the National Health Data Committee and 
the National Health Information Management Group. These definitions are included in the National 
Health Data Dictionary version 6.0 (National Health Data Committee 1996). 



1.3 Criteria 
Tabulated data in this report are based on births that occurred in each State and Territory in 1995. 
Because of differences in data items, and varymg practices for coding the mother's place of residence if 
she lived in a State or Territory other than that in which the birth occurred, it is presently not possible to 
analyse the perinatal data according to region of residence. Notification forms are completed for all 
births of 20 weeks or more gestation, or a birthweight of 400g or more. 

1.4 Data quality 
Each State and Temtory perinatal data group constantly requests fUrther lnformation on missing or 
doubtful data items from hospitals and homebirth practitioners. Edit checks, and summaries of data 
provided in reports to indvidual hospitals, enable additional review of data quality. Most States have 
also conducted validation studies of the accuracy of their data. 

The main limitations of the perinatal collections are for data items on maternal medical conditions, 
obstetric complications, and neonatal morbidity. In some instances, clinical diagnoses may be recorded 
without reference to specific definitions. States and Temtories also have different practices in collecting 
these clinical dagnoses, either by recording each specified diagnosis or by including check lists of the 
more common diagnoses. Further consultation and validation of hagnoses included in specific codes are 
required. 

1.5 Scope of report 
Until all State and Temtory perinatal collections are linked to registrations of perinatal deaths, these 
collections cannot provide national data on perinatal mortality. Annual reports based on registrations of 
perinatal deaths are published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. These data have been used to 
examine trends in perinatal mortality. Additional tables based on linkage of perinatal deaths to birth 
records in some States provide information on perinatal mortality by birthweight. 

Notifications of congenital malformations from the perinatal collections are supplemented by other 
lnformation from perinatal death certificates, autopsy reports, cytogenetic laboratories, chldren's 
hospitals and notifications of induced abortions. Separate reports on congenital malformations are 
published by the AMW National Perinatal Statistics Unit. 

The AIHW National Perinatal Statistics Unit welcomes any comments on the content of this report and 
on suggestions for data that might be included in future reports. 

Reports based on each State or Territory perinatal collection are published by State and Temtory health 
authorities and by the Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology of the University of Tasmania 
(Ascroft 1992; Chan, Scott, McCaul & Keane 1996; Consultative Council on Obstetric and Paediatric 
Mortality and Morbidity 1997; Gee 1996; Marsden 1996; d7Espaignet, Woods, & Measey 1997; Taylor 
& Pym 1996; Queensland Health 1997). 

Based on data from the State and Territory perinatal collections, a comprehensive report on Indigenous 
mothers and their babies, Australia, 1991-1993 was published in 1996 (Plunkett, Lancaster & Huang 
1996). Other similar reports will be published in the future. 



2 Results 

2.1 Introductory notes 
T h ~ s  chapter provides data on demographic and pregnancy characteristics of mothers and some 
characteristics and outcomes of their infants. Because of multiple pregnancies and births, the number of 
infants slightly exceeds the number of mothers. The term 'confinements' has been used in the headings 
of tables and figures to indicate maternal characteristics, whereas 'births' refer to infants. 

Each State and Territory has developed its own forms for collecting perinatal data, often to maintain 
compatibility with its other data collections. While the perinatal collections are based on a national 
minimum data set, there may be differences in the options recorded for individual data items. The data 
in this report relate to the State or Territory of occurrence of births rather than to the area of usual 
residence of the mother. 

2.2 Confinements and births 
There were 256,378 confinements notified to State and Territory perinatal data groups in Australia in 
1995, resulting in a total of 260,044 live births and fetal deaths (Table 1). Compared to the number of 
births notified in 1994, this was a decrease of 1,291 births, or 0.5%. Although birth rates in the States 
and Territories differ, the distribution of births generally reflects that of the population and of women in 
the reprductive age group (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Distribution of births in Australia, States and 
Territories, 1995 
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To evaluate the completeness of notifications of births in the perinatal collections, these births can be 
compared with birth registrations by year of occurrence published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(ABS 1996). In the registration system, there were 251,897 live births in Australia in 1995 (ABS 
1996), 6,324 fewer than the 258,221 live births notified to the perinatal collections. As the States and 
Territories sometimes differ in the conventions used for coding the residence of mothers living interstate, 
it is not r e d l y  possible to compare the numbers in the two data systems by State and Territory. These 
relatively small differences in the national figures on live births are due to sigmficant delays in the 



registration of some live births. It is also likely that some home births are not notified to the perinatal 
collections but are still registered by the parents. 

Some States are already linking notifications from the perinatal collections to rezistrations of births and 
p e ~ a t a l  deaths. Once this is acheved in all States and Temtories, with the assistance of Registrars and 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics, it will be possible to explain the discrepancies between the two 
p e ~ a t a l  data systems and to implement measures for ensuring complete notification and registration of 
births and perinatal deaths. 

Linlung data in the perinatal collections to birth registrations also has the advantage of enabling analysis 
of associations between paternal characteristics, various maternal characteristics and risk factors, and 
pregnancy outcome. Except for paternal occupation recorded in South Australia and Tasmania, there 
are no paternal data in the perinatal collections. Birth registrations include information on paternal age, 
Aboriginality (except in Queensland), country of birth and occupation, so enhanced analysis is possible 
by linking the two data systems. 

2.3 Place of birth 
Most births in Australia occur in hospitals, either in conventional labour-ward settings or in hospital 
birth centres. In 1995, New South Wales, Western Australia, South Australia, the Australian Capital 
Temtory and the Northern Temtory designated birth centres separately on notification forms. There 
were 4,199 confinements in birth centres in 1995 (Table 2), continuing the rising trend from 2,405 
confinements in 1992. In 1995, confinements in birth centres accounted for 1.6% of all confinements in 
the specified States and Territories. Planned home births, and births occurring unexpectedly before 
anival in hospital for planned hospital births, are the other two groups and have relatively small 
numbers. In the Northern Temtory, the 63 'other' confinements were mainly births in bush clinics. 

Planned home births are underascertained in some State and Temtory perinatal collections. In 1995, 
869 planned home births, representing 0.3% of all births, were notified nationally (Table 2), an increase 
of 17.0% since the previous year. 

2.4 Size of maternity unit 
The size of maternity units, based on the annual number of confinements, varied from those with just a 
few births each year to those with more than 2,000 births. The actual number of matemity units in a 
region depends on its geographcal location, the population of the region, and policies regarding 
maternity services. 

In 1995, more than half (50.8%) of the matemity units in Australia had fewer than 100 confinements 
(Table 3, Figure 2). More than one-third (37.2%) had between 100 and 1,000 confinements, and 12.1 % 
had more than 1,000 confinements. 

Although most matemity units are relatively small in size, the majority of hospital confinements 
(59.9%) occurred in the larger matemity units that had more than 1,000 confinements annually (Table 
4, Figure 3). More than one-third (37.6%) of hospital confinements were in units with more than 2,000 
confinements annually. 



Figure 2: Distribution of maternity units by size, States and 
Territories, 1995 
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Figure 3: Distribution of confinements by size of maternity unit, 
States and Territories, 1995 
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2.5 Maternal age 
Maternal age is an important risk factor for perinatal outcome. Adverse outcomes are more likely 
towards each extreme of the reproductive age group. The average age of women giving birth in 
Australia has increased gradually in recent years. The mean age in 1995 was 28.4 years, continuing the 
rise from 27.9 years in 199 1 .  Mothers in Victoria and the Australian Capital Territory were slightly 
older, and those in the Northern Temtory slightly younger, than average. The mean age of mothers 
having their first baby in 1995 was 26.5 years compared with 25.8 in 1991. The proportion of teenage 
mothers in 1995 was similar to that in 1994, but older mothers aged 35 years and over increased from 
12.6%in 1994 to 13.3% in 1995 (Figure 4). 

The actual number of teenage confinements decreased slightly from 13,732 in 1994 to 13,562 in 1995. 
The proportion of teenage confinements was 5.3% nationally and ranged from a low of 3.5% in Victoria 
to 14.0% in the Northern Territory (Table 5, Figure 5). There were relatively more younger teenage 
mothers in the Northern Temtory (Figure 6). 

The national age-specific birth rate for teenagers declined from a peak of 55.5 per 1,000 females in 
197 1 to 20.2 per 1,000 in 1988 and then rose slightly to 22.1 per 1,000 in 199 1 .  Since 199 1,  the 
teenage birth rate has shown a slight fall to 20.5 per 1,000 in 1995 (ABS 1996). Teenage birth rates 
varied considerably in 1995 from relatively low rates of 13.8 per 1,000 females in Victoria and 14.6 per 
1,000 in the Australian Capital Territory to the highest rate of 88.0 per 1,000 in the Northern Temtory. 
The age-specific birth rate understates teenage pregnancy as it does not include induced abortions of 
unwanted pregnancies. Only South Australia and the Northern Territory collect population-based data 
on induced abortions. In South Australia in 1995, there were 1,183 induced abortions among teenagers 
(Chan et a1 1996) and 1,022 confinements, so it seems llkely that there were more than 29,000 teenage 
pregnancies nationally in that year. Lack of data on induced abortions in most States considerably 
hampers analysis of trends in teenage pregnancies. 

Ln 1995, the age-specific birth rates of women aged 20 to 29 years were slightly lower than in 1994, 
whereas the rates for women over 30 were slightly hgher (ABS 1996). 

Figure 4: Trends in maternal age, Australia, 1991-1995 
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Figure 5: Proportion of teenage mothers, all confinements, 
States and Territories, 1995 
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Figure 6: Age distribution of teenage mothers, States and 
Territories, 1995 
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2.6 Maternal parity 
Parity is the number of previous pregnancies that resulted in live births or stillbirths. In 1995, 39.8% of 
mothers were having their first baby and another 33.6% already had one child (Table 6, Figure 7). One 
in six mothers (16.7%) had given birth twice previously and 10.0% had three or more children. The 
proportion of mothers who had gven birth at least twice previously increased with maternal age from 
2.4% for teenagers to 53.3% for mothers aged 40 years and over (Table 7). 

As indicated in Section 2.5, the average age at which women are having their first baby is gradually 
increasing. Nevertheless, the majority (71.4%) of these women are aged less than 30 years (Table 7). 
While the proportion of first-time mothers who are 35 years or older is also increasing, only 1 in 14 
(6.9%) of all prirniparous women were in this age group. 

The mother's health insurance status can be used as a inbcator of socioeconomic status. Excluding 
confinements in Victoria and the Northern Territory where thls information was not recorded, mothers 
who had private health insurance (10.6%) were more likely than those who were not insured (4.4%) to 
have their first baby at 35 years or older, but clearly the proportion in this age group is still relatively 
small. 

Figure 7: Mother's parity, all confinements, States and 
Territories, 1995 
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2.7 Marital status 
Married mothers and those living in de facto relationships have been grouped together, except in 
Tasmania where de facto and single were given the same code. Single mothers accounted for 11.5% of 
all confinements in Australia in 1995 and another 1.2% were widowed, divorced, or separated (Table 
8). There were relatively fewer single mothers in the Australian Capital Temtory and relatively more in 
the Northern Territory. More than half (5 1.3%) of all teenage mothers were single and the proportion of 
single mothers was higher as maternal age decreased (Table 9). 



2.8 Aboriginality 
The National Health Data Dictionary (National Health Data Committee 1996) uses the definition of 
Aboriginality recommended by the Commonwealth Department of Aboriginal Affairs: 

'An Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander is a person of Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander descent who idenhjes as an Aborignal or Torres Strait Islander and is 
accepted as such by the community with which he or she is associated. ' 

All States and Temtories except Tasmania have a separate data item on Aboriginality on their perinatal 
form. Until 1996, confinements of Indigenous mothers in Tasmania were given a specific code if 
Aboriginality was recorded on the form in the item for maternal country of birth. Only Queensland 
records Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women separately. The term 'Indigenous' is used in this 
report to refer to mothers and babies of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent. 

In 1995, 7,779 Indigenous women gave birth in Australia; this was 3.0% of all confinements (Table 
lo), slightly higher than the proportion of 2.9% in 1994. Indigenous mothers accounted for a much 
greater proportion of all confinements in the Northern Territory (34.5%) than elsewhere in Australia 
(Figure 8). There were also relatively hgh proportions of confinements to Indlgenous women in Western 
Australia (5.8%) and Queensland (5.2%). Because of their larger populations, there were actually more 
confinements of Indigenous mothers in Queensland (2,483), New South Wales (1,739) and Western 
Australia (1,446) than in the Northern Territory (1,224). 

Figure 8: Proportion of Indigenous confinements, States and 
Territories, 1995 
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Inhgenous mothers are more likely to have their babies at younger ages, and to have more babies, than 
other mothers (Tables 1 1, 12). In 1995, their average age was 24.0 years compared with 28.4 years for 
all confmements. Almost a quarter (22.7%) of all Indlgenous mothers were teenagers. The proportion 
of teenagers among Inhgenous mothers was higher in the Northern Territory (29.3%) than in the other 
States and the Australian Capital Territory. 



2.9 Maternal country of birth 
The mother's country of birth may be an important risk factor for outcomes such as low birthweight and 
perinatal mortality. In 1995, most States and Territories were using the 4 d g i t  ABS classification but 
Western Australia and Tasmania used other modified classifications. 

Figure 9: Maternal country of birth, all confinements, 
Australia, 1995 
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A high proportion (22.7%) of women giving birth in Australia in 1995 were born in other countries 
(Figure 9), slightly less than the 22.8% in 1994. Because of the large number of countries, only those 
countries with more than 1,000 confinements are reported separately (Table 13). Mothers born in the 
United Kmgdom comprised 4.7% of all confinements and accounted for relatively higher proportions of 
all mothers in Western Australia and South Australia. New Zealand-born mothers comprised 2.3% of 
all confinements. The proportion of mothers who were born in Asia has increased considerably in the 
last decade, reflecting recent trends in migration to Australia. In 1995, 7.3% of mothers had been born 
in Asia, compared with 5.2% in 1991. The largest numbers of confinements were to mothers born in 
Vietnam, China, the Philippines, India and Malaysia. 

Mothers born in countries where English is not the first language are more likely to reside in the more 
populous States, New South Wales and Victoria (Table 13). This pattern is evident for countries such 
as Lebanon and several Asian countries, particularly Vietnam, the Phlippines, and C h a .  Teenage 
confinements were relatively less common among mothers born in Asian countries, but more of these 
mothers were aged 35 years and over (Table 14). These variations in geographical distribution and 
maternal age need to be recopsed in planning culturally acceptable maternity and postnatal community 
health services, includmg prenatal diagnosis and interpreter services. 

Marital status also varies accordmg to the mother's country of birth. A hgher proportion of mothers 
born in Australia and New Zealand were single than those born in most other countries (Table 15, 
Figure 10). 



Figure 10: Marital status of mothers, selected countries, 
all confinements, 1995 
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2.10 Status in hospital 
The proportion of the Australian population with private health insurance declined from about 68% in 
1982 to 34.3% in December 1995 (AIHW 1996). Patients admitted to hospitals may elect to have 
public or private status; this is usually determined by whether or not they have private health insurance. 
Victoria and the Northern Territory did not collect information on status in hospital in their perinatal 
collections in 1995. The proportion of mothers uith private status in hospital in the other States and the 
Australian Capital Temtory was 35.5% and ranged from 33 .O% in Western Australia to 3 8 .O% in the 
Australian Capital Territory (Table 16, Figure 1 1). 

Figure 11: Confinements by mother's accommodation status 
in hospital, selected States and Territories, 1995 
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2.11 Duration of pregnancy 
Accurate population data on gestational age are difficult to obtain. Estimations based on the calculated 
interval between the first day of the last menstrual period (LMP) and the infant's date of birth may be 
imprecise for some women because of uncertainty about the date of the LMP, irregular cycles, or 
delayed ovulation after use of oral contraceptives. Nevertheless, in the majority of pregnancies the 
gestational age derived from the dates provides an appropriate estimate of the duration of pregnancy. 

Not all States and Territories recorded the date of the last menstrual period in their perinatal collections 
in 1995, but they have estimates of gestational age based on prenatal or postnatal assessment. As most 
pregnant women have at least one ultrasound examination during pregnancy, this may provide useful 
information on gestational age if performed in early pregnancy. The different practices for recordmg and 
estimating gestational age in the States and Territories are likely to result in variable estimates of the 
distribution of gestational age. This should be kept in mind when comparing State and Territory data on 
gestational age. 

Preterm birth (less than 37 completed weeks' gestation) occurred in 6.4% of all confinements (Table 17, 
Figure 12). The average duration of pregnancy in Australia was 39.1 weeks. Mothers gave birth at 20- 
27 weeks in 0.6% of confinements, at 28-31 weeks in 0.7%, and at 32-36 weeks in 5.1%. There was a 
higher incidence of preterm birth in the Northern Territory (8.5%) than elsewhere (Figure 13). 

Preterm birth varied with maternal age and was more likely among the youngest and oldest mothers than 
among those in their 20s or early 30s (Table 18, Figure 14). 

Figure 12: Duration of pregnancy, all confinements, 
Australia, 1995 
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