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Executive Summary 

This report contains detailed analyses against indicators in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Health Performance Framework (the HPF). The HPF is designed to provide the 
basis to monitor the impact of the National Strategic Framework for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Health (NSFAT SH) and inform policy analyses, planning and program 
implementation. The HPF consists of 71 indicators covering three tiersñhealth status and 
outcomes, determinants of health and health systems performance (see Figure 1). 

Due to data quality issues related to Indigenous identification, hospitalisations and mortality 
data for Indigenous Australians are reported for some jurisdictions only and this may affect 
the completeness of data presented in this report. Hospitalisations data are reported for New 
South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, Western Australia, South Australia and the Northern 
Territory while mortality data are reported for New South Wales, Queensland, South 
Australia, Western Australia and the Northern Territory.  

A summary of the key findings under each tier are outlined below. 

Health status and health outcomes 
Health status and outcomes (Tier 1) covers a range of health issues affecting Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Australian Australians. The information presented in this tier is 
important for tracking progress against a number of COAG closing the gap targets such as 
life expectancy, infant and child mortality, and all -cause mortality.  

This tier contains 4 domains: health conditions (12 indicators), human function (two 
indicators), life exp ectancy and wellbeing (four indicators) and deaths (seven indicators).  

Areas of improvement 

Small but significant health gains have been made in a number of areas which shows 
positive signs towards closing the gap in health disadvantage between Indigenous  and non-
Indigenous or other Australians:  

Å Between 2001 and 2008, there has been a slight decrease in the prevalence of ear and 
hearing problems among Indigenous males (18% to 11% respectively) and females (18% 
to 10%) 

Å Over the period 2001ð02 to 2007ð08 there has been a significant decline in Indigenous 
hospitalisation rates for pneumonia (8% decline) 

Å Significant closing of the gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous infant and 
perinatal mortality ; due to a 43% decline in infant mortality and a 34% decline in 
perinatal mortality between 1999 and 2008  

Å Over the period 1991ð2008, there was a significant decline (25% reduction) in all-cause 
mortality for Indigenous Australians with a 24% decline in the gap between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Australi ans 

Å Between 1997 and 2008, there has been a 29% decline in the rate of deaths from 
circulatory disease, and a 23% decline in respiratory diseases death rate  

Å Deaths from avoidable causes among Indigenous Australians declined significantly (20% 
decline) between 1997 and 2008 
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Areas needing further work  

Despite making progress in some areas, Indigenous Australians are lagging behind in a large 
number of areas where further improvements need to be made to close the gap in health 
disadvantage: 

Å Babies of Indigenous mothers are still  twice as likely to be of low birthweight as babies 
born to non-Indigenous mothers  and over the period 1991ð2008 the rate difference 
between low birthweight babies born to Indigenous and non -Indigenous mothers has 
increased significant ly  (13% increase)  

Å Indigenous hospitalisation rates for all major health conditions have increased by 21% 
from 2001ð02 to 2007ð08 with an increase of 42% in the rate difference between 
Indigenous and other Australians  

Å Hospitalisations for diabetes among Indigenous Australians in 2007ð08 was 4 times the 
rate of other Australians and there has been a significant increase (17%) in diabetes 
hospitalisation s for  Indigenous Australians over the period  2000ð01 to 2007ð08  

Å The incidence rate of treated end stage renal disease (ESRD) for Indigenous Australians 
was around eight times the rate of non-Indigenous Australians. The number of 
Indigenous patients starting ESRD treatment has more than quadrupled since 1991 (from 
54 in 1991 to 242 in 2008) and Indigenous patients starting ESRD treatment are 
substantially younger compared to non -Indigenous Australians  

Å Rates of gonorrhea and chlamydia have increased significantly between 1994ð1996 to 
2006ð2008 (by 61% and 199% respectively) 

Determinants of health 
Determinants of health (Tier 2) are reported for a range of factors and behaviours that 
contribute towards health status among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians.  

In this tier, there are 5 domains: environmental factors (three indicators), socioeconomic 
factors (seven indicators), community capacity (seven indicators), health behaviours (eight 
indicators) and person-related factors (one indicator).  

Areas of improvement 

There have been improvements in several key health determinants in recent years including:  

Å The proportion of Indigenous people living in overcrowded households declined from 
around 29% to 25% between 2001 and 2006  

Å Indigenous school retention rates to Years 10, 11 and 12 have steadily increased over the 
last 5 years.  

Å The proportion of Indigenous Australians report ing that the highest year of school 
completed was Year 12 has increased from 19% in 2002 to 23% in 2008  

Å Rate of employment among Indigenous Australians increased between 2001 and 2008 
(from 44% to 54%) 

Å The proportion  of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people who own their own home 
has increased slightly from 27% in 1996 to 33% in 2008  

Å Hospitalisations for assault among Indigenous Australians have declined slightly over 
the period 2001ð02 to 2007ð08 
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Å The proporti on of Indigenous Australians aged 15 years and over who are current 
smokers (daily or less frequently) declined from 52% in 1994 to 47% in 2008 

Areas needing further work  

Å Indigenous children are twice as likely as non-Indigenous children to live in households 
with daily smokers (65% vs 32% in 2007ð08)  

Å Proportions of Indigenous students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 achieving reading, writing and 
numeracy benchmarks are lower compared to non-Indigenous children  

Å In 2008, approximately 49% of Indigenous Australian  adults were in the lowest quintile 
of equivalised gross weekly household income compared with 20% of non -Indigenous 
Australians. Only 4.9% of Indigenous Australians were in the highest quintile o f 
equivalised gross weekly household income compared with 22% of non -Indigenous 
Australians  

Å While Indigenous Australians are  less likely than non-Indigenous Australians to 
consume alcohol, of those who do consume alcohol, around 55% consumed it at long -
term risky or high risk levels  

Å An estimated 23% of Indigenous Australians reported substance use in the last 12 
months, and 43%  reported ever using a substance 

Å The rate of Indigenous imprisonment has increased by 11% since 2007  

Å Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mothers smoked during pregnancy at around three 
times the rate of non-Indigenous mothers 

Å The level of sedentary physical activity for Indigenous Australians has increased 
between 2001 and 2004ð05 from 37% to 47% 

Å Approximately 5% of Indigenous chil dren did not usually eat fruit and 4% did not 
usually eat vegetables while a further  33% reported consuming one serve or less of fruit 
per day and 27% reported having  one serve or less of vegetables per day 

Å Approximately 60% of Indigenous adults were overw eight or obese in 2004ð05, which is 
an increase from 1995 and 2001. Indigenous Australians are nearly twice as likely to be 
obese as non-Indigenous Australians.  

Health system performance 

Health system performance (Tier 3) reports on the performance of the health system 
including population health, primary health care and secondary/tertiary care services. The 

indicators selected for this publication are drawn from these sectors, and are intended to 

cover six domains of performance: effectiveness, appropriateness and efficiency of health 
services (seven indicators), responsiveness of health services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander communities and individuals (four indicators), access ibility of services (three 

indicators), capability (two indicators) and sustainability (two indicators). Measures included 

in this tier encompass those dealing with a range of programs and service types including 

child and maternal health, early detection and chronic disease management, continuous care, 

assess to secondary/tertiary care, the health workforce and expenditure.  
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Areas of improvement 

Å In 2007, 97% of Indigenous mothers attended at least one antenatal care session during 
pregnancy  

Å Indigenous pri mary health -care services that provide management of chronic disease 
have increased by 20% between 2001ð02 and 2008ð09 

Å A high p roportion of Aboriginal Health Services (91%) provide care planning for people 
with chronic diseases 

Å While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are more likely than other 
Australians to be discharged from hospital against medical advice , the gap between 
Indigenous and other Australians in the rate of discharge against medical advice has 
reduced from 19 times the rate of other Australians in 2001ð02 to 16 times the rate in 
2007ð08 

Å The number of Indigenous people in health related occupations  have increased by 64% 
between 1996 and 2006 

Å Between 2004ð05 and 2008, the proportion of Indigenous Australians reporting problems 
accessing health care has decreased from 42% to 30% 

Å A large proportion of Indigenous Australians report that they usually go to the same GP 
or medical service (91%) 

Å Between 2001 and 2008, the number and rate of Indigenous students who have both 
enrolled and compl eted undergraduate health-related courses have shown a slight 
increase. The proportion of Indigenous students enrolled in VET sector health -related 
courses has also increased between 2003 and 2007 (from around 4% to 6%) 

Areas needing further work  

Gaps remain in health system performance and access to services for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people.  

Å Rates of immunisation remain lower among Indigenous children , compared with other 
children,  at ages 1, 2 and 5 

Å Participation in the BreastScreen program by Indigenous women aged 50ð69 years was 
markedly lower than the national rate for all females in that age group (36% compared 
with 55%) 

Å Although Indigenous Australians were more likely to be hospitalised than other 
Australians, they were less likely to undergo a procedure once admitted to hospital. 
While there has been a significant increase in hospital procedure rates for Indigenous 
Austr alians, only 59% of Indigenous hospitalisations had a procedure recorded, 
compared with 81% of hospitalisations for  other Australians  during  the period July 2006 
to June 2008 

Å Indigenous persons were almost six times as likely as other persons to discharge 
themselves from hospital against medical advice 

Å Between 2001ð02 and 2007ð08 there has been a significant increase in the ambulatory 
care sensitive conditions hospitalisations for Indigenous Australians, particularly for 
potentially preventable chronic cond itions including diabetes. The gap between 
Indigenous and non -Indigenous hospitalisations for preventable chronic conditions has 
widened over this period by an average increase of 27% per year 
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Å In 2005ð06, there were around twice as many contacts with community mental health 
care services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as for other people 

Å On a per person basis, average health expenditure for Indigenous people was $5,568.50, 
which was 31% higher than the expenditure for non -Indigenous Austra lians ($4,247.00). 
Much of the expenditure was on four areas: community health services, patient 
transport,  public health and public hospitals . However,  the average health expenditure 
on services provided outside of public hospitals for Indigenous Australi ans was half that 
of non-Indigenous Australians . 
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Introduction 

This report presents the detailed analyses undertaken by the Australian Institute of Health 
and Welfare that were used to prepare the AHMAC policy report ñthe Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Health Performance Framework, 2010 report. This is the third report 
against the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Hea lth Performance Framework (HPF). 

The Health Performance Framework monitors progress of the health system and social 
determinants of health in improving  health outcomes for Aboriginal a nd Torres Strait 
Islander people. The HPF comprises three tiers of performance as follows: 

Tier 1ñhealth status and health outcomes. This Tier covers measures of prevalence of health 
conditions (e.g. circulatory disease, diabetes), human function (e.g. disability), life 
expectancy and well-being and deaths. This Tier aims to provide an overall indica tion of 
current health status and recent trends in the health status of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples on a range of health issues. These issues include child and maternal health, 
chronic diseases, injury, communicable diseases, social and emotional wellbeing and overall 
health status. 

Tier 2ñdeterminants of health. This Tier consists of measures of the determinants of health 
which focus on factors outside the health system that impact on the health of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples. The domains covered in this Tier include socioeconomic status 
(e.g. income and education), environmental factors (e.g. overcrowding), community capacity 
(e.g. child protection), health behaviours (e.g. risky alcohol consumption and dietary 
behaviours) and person-related factors (e.g. prevalence of overweight and obesity). Such 
factors have been shown to have a strong association with both disease and ill-health.  

Tier 3ñhealth systems performance. This Tier includes measures of the performance of the 
health system including population health, primary health care and secondary/tertiary care 
services. Six domains are covered: effectiveness of health services, responsiveness of health 
services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and indi viduals, accessibility 
of services, capability and sustainability. This Tier includes measures that deal with a range 
of programs and service types including child and maternal health, early detection and 
chronic disease management, continuous care, assess to secondary/tertiary care, the health 
workforce and expenditure.  

There are currently 71 measures in the HPF for which data is available . The Tiers and 
domains of the HPF as well as selected measures are shown in Figure 1.   
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Health Status and Outcomes (Tier 1) 

 
Health Conditions 
1.01 Low birthweight infants  
1.02 Top reasons for hospitalisation  
1.03 Hospitalisation for injury and 

poisoning  
1.04 Hospitalisation for pneumonia  
1.05 Circulatory disease 
1.06 Acute rheumatic fever & rheumatic 

heart disease  
1.07 High blood pressure   
1.08 Diabetes  
1.09 End stage renal disease  
1.10 Decayed, missing, filled teeth 
1.11 HIV/AIDS, hepatitis C and sexually 

transmissible infections  
1.12 Childrenôs hearing loss 

 
Human Function  
1.13 Disability  
1.14 Community functioning 
 
 
 

 

 
Deaths 
1.19 Infant mortality rate 
1.20 Prenatal mortality 
1.21 Sudden infant death syndrome 
1.22 All causes age standardised 

deaths rates 
1.23 Leading causes of mortality 
1.24 Maternal mortality 
1.25 Avoidable and preventable deaths 

 
Life Expectancy & Wellbeing 
1.15 Perceived health status  
1.16 Social and emotional wellbeing  
1.17 Life expectancy at birth 
1.18 Median age at death  
 
 

Determinants of Health (Tier 2) 
 
Environmental Factors  
2.01 Access to functional housing with 

Utilities  
2.02 Overcrowding in housing  
2.03 Environmental tobacco smoke  
 

 
Community Capacity  
Demography 
2.11 Dependency ratio 
2.12 Single-parent families by age 

group  
Safety and Crime 
2.13 Community safety   
2.14 Contact with the criminal justice 

system  
2.15 Child protection 
Other 
2.16 Transport 
2.17 Indigenous people with access to 

their traditional lands 

 
Health Behaviours 
Tobacco, alcohol and other drug use 
2.18 Tobacco use  
2.19 Tobacco smoking during 

pregnancy  
2.20 Risky and high risk alcohol 

consumption  
2.21 Drug and other substance use 

including inhalants 
Physical activity 
2.22 Level of physical activity  
Nutrition 
2.23 Dietary behaviours 
2.24 Breastfeeding practices  
Other health behaviours 
2.25 Unsafe sexual practices 

 
Socioeconomic Factors 
2.04 Educational participation and 

attainment of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander adults  

2.05 Years 10 and 12 retention and 
attainment  

2.06 Year 3, 5 and 7 literacy and 
numeracy  

2.07 Employment status including 
CDEP participation  

2.08 Income  
2.09 Housing tenure type 
2.10 Index of disparity 
 

 
Person-related Factors 
2.24 Prevalence of overweight and 

obesity 

Health System Performance (Tier 3) 
 
Effective/Appropriate/Efficient 
3.01 Antenatal care 
3.02 Immunisation (child and adult) 
3.03 Early detection and early treatment 

(including cancer screening)  
3.04 Chronic disease management 
3.05 Differential access to key hospital 

procedures 
3.06 Ambulatory care sensitive hospital 

admissions 
3.07 Health promotion 

 
Accessible 
3.12 Access to services by types of 

service compared to need  
3.13 Access to prescription medicines 
3.14 Access to after hours primary 

health care 
 
 

 
Capable 
3.17 Accreditation  
3.18 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people in Tertiary Education for health 
related disciplines 

 

 
Sustainable 
3.19 Expenditure on Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander health compared 
to need 

3.20 Recruitment and retention of clinical 
and management staff (including GPs) 

 
Continuous 
3.15 Regular GP or health service 
3.16 Care planning for client with 

chronic diseases 
 

 
Responsive  
3.08 Discharge against medical advice 
3.09 Access to mental health services  
3.10 Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander Australians in the health 
workforce  

3.11 Competent governance 

Figure 1: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Performance Framework Measures  

 

Notes: The Safe domain is measured within the National Health Performance Committee framework.  
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The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population 

In 2010, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population was estimated at 563,101 and 
2.6% of the total Australian population. Indigenous Australians are significantly younger 
than other Australians. For example, Aboriginal  and Torres Strait Islander peoples aged less 
than 15 years constitute 35% of the total Indigenous population, whereas this age group 
represents about 19% of the total Australian population. Conversely, those aged 65 years and 
over comprise only 3% of the Indigenous population, compared with 14% of the total 
Australian population  (Figure 2). 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Population profile, by Indigenous status, age and sex, 2010  

Source: AIHW analysis of ABS population estimates based on 2006 Census. 

 

The majority of Aboriginal an d Torres Strait Islander people live in New South Wales  (29% 
of the Indigenous population) and Queensland (29%), Western Australia (14%) and the 
Northern Territory (12%). Indigenous people comprise about 30% of the Northern Territory õs 
populat ion but less than 4% in all other state/territory populations  (Table 1, Figure 3). 
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Table 1: Estimated resident population by state/territory and Indigenous status, 2010  

  Indigenous Non-Indigenous  Total 

 Number  Per cent Number  Per cent 

 

Number  Per cent 

Per cent 

Indig. 

Per cent 

Non-Indig. 

New South Wales 165,306 29.4 6,955,992 32.5  7,121,298 32.4 2.3 97.7 

Victoria 36,761 6.5 5,402,251 25.2  5,439,012 24.7 0.7 99.3 

Queensland 160,632 28.5 4,304,336 20.1  4,464,968 20.3 3.6 96.4 

South Australia 30,403 5.4 1,602,836 7.5  1,633,239 7.4 1.9 98.1 

Western Australia 76,271 13.5 2,169,312 10.1  2,245,583 10.2 3.4 96.6 

Tasmania 20,106 3.6 485,118 2.3  505,224 2.3 4.0 96.0 

Northern Territory 68,661 12.2 158,542 0.7  227,203 1.0 30.2 69.8 

Australian Capital 

Territory 4,711 0.8 347,320 1.6 

 

352,031 1.6 1.3 98.7 

Australia
(a)

 563,101 100.0 21,427,910 100.0  21,991,011 100.0 2.6 97.4 

(a) Includes other territories. 

Source: AIHW analysis of ABS population estimates based on 2006 Census. 

 

Figure 3: Estimated resident population by state/territory and 
Indigenous status, 2010 

Source: AIHW analysis of ABS population estimates and projections based on the 2006 Census. 

 

Three-quarters (75.4%) of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples live in Major cities 
(32%), Inner regional areas (22%) and Outer regional areas and just under a quarter reside in 
Remote (9%) and Very remote areas (15%) (Table 2, Figure 4).  
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Table 2: Estimated resident population by remoteness area and Indigenous status, 2006  

  Indigenous Non-Indigenous  Total 

 Number  Per cent Number  Per cent 

 

Number  Per cent 

Per cent 

Indig. 

Per cent 

Non-Indig. 

Major cities 165,804 32.1 13,996,454 69.4  14,162,258 68.4 1.2 98.8 

Outer regional 110,643 21.4 3,974,764 19.7  4,085,407 19.7 2.7 97.3 

Inner regional 113,280 21.9 1,854,024 9.2  1,967,304 9.5 5.8 94.2 

Remote 47,852 9.3 267,199 1.3  315,051 1.5 15.2 84.8 

Very remote 79,464 15.4 86,017 0.4  165,481 0.8 48.0 52.0 

Australia 517,043 100.0 20,180,837 100.0  20,697,880 100.0 2.5 97.5 

Source: AIHW analysis of ABS population estimates based on 2006 Census. 

 

 

 Source: AIHW analysis of ABS population estimates and projections based on the 2006 Census. 

Figure 4: Estimated resident population by remoteness area and 
Indigenous status, 2006 
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Box 1: Effect of 2001 and 2006 Census based Indigenous population on the analyses of 
administrative data  

The 2010 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health Performance Framework report uses ABS 
experimental estimates of the Indigenous resident population based on the 2006 Census (referred 
to as 2006 ERP) as the denominator when calculating rates from a range of data sources (see 
Appendix 1 and data quality statements) . Previously publis hed data in 2006 and 2008 Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Health performance Framework reports used a denominator based on 
the 2001 Census estimates (referred to as 2001 ERP).  

Rates based on 2006 ERP are different to those based on the 2001 ERP, often resulting in a 
significant closing of the gap in measures such as mortality between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians. However, the two sets of rates are not comparable. 

The main factor contributing to the change is the increase in the estimated Indigenous population 
between the 2001 and 2006 Census based ERPs, resulting in lower rates for Indigenous Australians. 
The growth in Indigenous population between 2001 and 2006 is about 12 per cent, compared to 
about 6 per cent for the total Australian p opulation. Some of this growth may be attributable to 
changes in Indigenous identification.  

According to the ABS, by extending the Census post enumeration survey to more remote areas, the 
post 2006 Census adjustment provides a more accurate estimate of Indigenous population than 
previous estimates.  

The ABS also used the findings from the 2006 Census and mortality data enhancement project to 
produce a revised backcast Indigenous population series. For backcast estimates, it was assumed 
that Indigenous male and female life expectancy at birth would increase by 0.2 years per year 
between 1986 and 2006 (this assumes Indigenous life expectancy at birth of 63.1 years for males 
and 68.8 years for females in 1986). This resulted in less Indigenous people between 1986 and 1999 
and more people from 2000 to 2006.  

Similar adjustments have not been made to numerators which also contribute to the differences in 
rates based on 2006 ERP.  

Similar adjustments have not been made to the numerator, for example registered number of 
deaths which also affect the estimated mortality rates.  

 

Data sources and methodology 

The information  in this report comes from a number of different administrative data sets and 
surveys. For each indicator there is both a data quality statement and a brief description of 
the data sets used in analyses, a table of all data sources used for each measure of the 
Framework is presented at Appendix 1.  

Data sets used in the HPF include administrative data and both Indigenous specific and 
mainstream survey data. Data sources are mentioned at the beginning and end of each 
indicator, for a comprehensive list of data sources see Appendix A. 

Age-standardised rates, rate differences and ratios have been used in many of the indicators 
as a measure of morbidity in the Indigenous population relative to other Australians. Ratios  
and rate differences of this type illustrate differences between the rates of morbidity among 
Indigenous people and those of other Australians, taking into account differences in age 
distributi ons. All age-standardised rates and rate ratios have been calculated using the direct 
standardisation method and the 2001 Australian population as the standard population.  
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Time series analyses presented throughout this report have used linear regression analysis to 
determine whether there have been significant increases or decreases in the observed rates 
over the period. Many of the tables also include a * to indicate that rates for the Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous populations are statistically different from each other at the p<.05 level.  

Data limitations 

There are a number of limitations of the data presented in this report that are relevant when 
interpreting the findings  and making comparisons across jurisdictions and over time. The 
main issue in most administrative data collections is the under -identification of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. Under-identification is a major problem in mortality, 
hospital morbidity and communicable disease data, particularly in some states and 
territorie s. Data analysis has therefore been limited to jurisdictions with adequate 
identification of Indigenous people in these data collections. At the introduction of each 
indicator there is a brief description of each data source. At the end of each indicator there is 
a comprehensive data quality statement covering the data sources and specific issues that 
need to be noted when reading the indicator  and interpreting the findings . 

Box 2:  Quality of Indigenous morbidity data 

The AIHW report ôIndigenous identifica tion in hospital separations dataðquality report õ 
released in February 2010 found that the level of Indigenous identification was a cceptable 
for analysis purposes (greater than 80%) for New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, 
Western Australia, South Austra lia and the Northern Ter ritory (public hospitals only).  

Nationally, about 89% of Indigenous Australians were identif ied correctly in hospital  
admissions data in a recent study and the ôtrueõ number of separations for Indigenous 
Australians was about 12% higher than reported.  

Caution should be used in the interpretation of these data because of jurisdictional 
differences in data quality. It should also be noted that data presented for the six 
jurisdictions with data of acceptable quality for analys is purpo ses are not necessarily 
representative of the jurisdictions excluded.  

 

Longer term mortality trend data  from 1991 are limited to three jurisdictions ñWestern 
Australia, South Australia and the Northern Territory, which have over 10 years of adequate 
identif ication of Indigenous deaths in their recording systems. From 1998 Queensland is also 
included and from 2001 New South Wales is also believed to have adequate Indigenous 
identification.  

Data on communicable diseases from the National Notifiable Disease Surveillance System 
includes data from Western Australia, South Australia and the Northern Territory which 
have been assessed as having adequate identification. 

The incompleteness of Indigenous identification means Indigenous numbers are often 
underestimated, for example the number of hospital separations, deaths and disease 
notifications  underestimate the true level of morbidity and mortality of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people. As a result, the observed differences between the Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous populations are underestimates of the true differences.  

Surveys are also subject to a number of data limitations such as bias in responses. Under-
identification can be an issue for some surveys. For example, the Bettering the Evaluation 
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and Care of Health (BEACH) survey has a high number of ônot statedõ responses to the 
Indigenous identification question which suggests the survey consistently undercounts the 
number of Indigenous people visiting doctors. Survey data are also subject to sampling and 
non-sampling errors. In most tables in this report, estimates with large relative standard 
errors, which is a measure of the sampling variability, have been footnoted to indicate that 
they should be used with caution or are considered too unreliable fo r general use. 

There are also data limitations surrounding international com parisons for some of the 
measures. These include the lack of an accurate denominator for the Indigenous population 
(mainly due to undercounting) and the lack of agreement over which is the best population 
denominator to use when they exist (for example, wh ether to use single ethnic response 
groups or multiple ethnic response groups). There are differences in how Indigenous status 
is defined in the different countries. There have also been frequent modifications to the 
ethnicity question recorded in the censuses in some of these countries.  

Structure of this report 

Chapter 1 presents analyses for Tier 1ñhealth status and health outcomes; Chapter 2 
presents analyses for Tier 2ñdeterminants of health status, and Chapter 3 presents analyses 
for Tier 3ñhealth system performance. The layout for each measure is constant and includes 
a definition according to the technical specifications, a section on the data sources used, 
analyses undertaken, additional information and data quality issues. For each measure, 
analyses are presented by age, sex, state/territory and remoteness. Time trends are 
presented where possible for years that have adequate identification of Indigenous people in 
their recording systems. For some measures, data are also presented by selected health and 
population characteristics to examine the relationships between health and socioeconomic 
factors. International comparisons with New Zealand, the United States and Canada are 
presented for some measures.  
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1.01 Low birthweight infants 

The incidence o f low birthweight among live -born babies of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander mothers  

Data sources 

National Perinatal Data Collection 

Data for this measure come from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 
National Perinatal Data Collecti on (NPDC). 

Data on birthweight is collected as part of the Perinatal National Minimum Data Set. Each 
state and territory has a perinatal collection based on birth notifications completed by 
midwives and other staff, using information obtained from mothers and from hospital and 
other records. Some of these data are provided in electronic format annually to the AIHW 
National Perinatal Epidemiology and Statistics Unit. Perinatal notification forms are 
completed in Australia for all births of 20 weeks or more g estation, or a birthweight of 400 
grams or more. 

All jurisdictions collect the Indigenous status of the mother of the baby. However, this data 
element does not provide the Indigenous status of the baby. Therefore, Indigenous births 
will be underestimated b ecause babies born to Indigenous fathers and non-Indigenous 
mothers are not included in the data collection. Over the period 2005ð2007 there were 
approximately 11,100 Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) registered births to Indigenous 
fathers only, which  represented 31% of registered Indigenous births (ABS 2006, 2007, 2008).  

Data from earlier years are not available for Tasmania, because the ônot statedõ category for 
Indigenous status was unable to be distinguished from the ônon-Indigenousõ until 2005. 

Data on mothers for whom Indigenous status was ônot statedõ have been excluded from 
analysis. In 2007, there were 282 births with a ônot statedõ Indigenous status (0.1%) in the 
NPDC. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines low birthweight as less than 2 ,500 grams.  

Analyses 

Births 

Between 2005 and 2007, there were 848,793 births recorded in the Perinatal National 
Minimum Data Set of which 31,320 (3.7%) were to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
mothers. 

Low birthweight  

Table 1.01.1 presents the number and proportion of live -born low birthweight babies by 
Indigenous status of the mother and state/territory for the periods 1998 ð2000 to 2005ð2007. 

Å Over the period 1998ð2000, there were 3,087 live-born babies weighing less than 2,500 
grams birthweight  born to Indigenous mothers in Australia (not including Tasmania). 
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Babies of Indigenous mothers were twice as likely to be of low birthweight as babies 
born to non-Indigenous mothers (12% compared with 6%). 

Å Over the period 2005ð2007, there were 3,928 live-born babies of low birthweight born to 
Indigenous mothers in Australia. Approximately 13% of babies born to Indigenous 
mothers were of low birthweight, compared with 6% of babies born to non -Indigenous 
mothers.  

Å When multiple births are excluded, 12% of li ve-born babies born to Indigenous mothers 
were of low birthweight compared with 4.5% of babies born to non -Indigenous mothers. 

Å Tasmania and Queensland had the lowest proportion of live -born low birthweight 
babies born to Indigenous mothers in 2005ð2007 (8.2% and 11%, respectively). The 
Australian Capital Territory and South Australia had the highest proportion of low 
birthweight b abies (18% and 16%, respectively); however, ACT data should be 
interpreted with caution because of the small number of Indigenous babies born there 
each year and the likelihood that some women from surrounding areas of New South 
Wales (especially those with pregnancy complications) are referred to hospitals in the 
Australian Capital Territory.  
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Table 1.01.1: Low birthweight babies, by Indigenous status of mother and state/territory, 1998 ð2000,  
2001ð2003, 2003ð2005 and 2005ð2007(a)(b)(c)(d)(e) 

 1998ï2000  2001ï2003  2003ï2005  2005ï2007 

 Number Per cent  Number Per cent  Number Per cent  Number Per cent 

NSW            

Indigenous 681 11.0  784 12.2  835 12.0  935  11.7 

Non-Indigenous 14,429 5.7  14,451 5.8  14,516  5.7  15,219  5.7 

Vic            

Indigenous 171 13.4  152 12.7  190 14.3  229 12.8 

Non-Indigenous 11,542 6.2  11,814 6.3  12,066 6.3  12,945 6.3 

Qld            

Indigenous 907 10.8  956 11.5  1,014 11.7  1,030 11.2 

Non-Indigenous 8,319 6.1  8,671 6.2  9,225 6.3  10,213 6.3 

WA            

Indigenous 606 13.3  675 14.5  683 14.7  781 15.3 

Non-Indigenous 4,160 5.8  4,042 5.8  4,306 6.0  4,697 5.9 

SA            

Indigenous 203 15.7  229 17.6  251 17.5  253 15.7 

Non-Indigenous 3,349 6.3  3,193 6.2  3,315 6.4   3,461 6.3 

Tas
(f)

            

Indigenous n.a. n.a.  n.a. n.a.  n.a. n.a.  55 8.2 

Non-Indigenous n.a. n.a.  n.a. n.a.  n.a. n.a.  1,101 6.3 

ACT
(g)

            

Indigenous  29 16.7  39 19.1  45 17.7  54 18.1 

Non-Indigenous 950 6.8  901 6.5  1,020 7.1  1,103 7.1 

NT            

Indigenous 490 12.7  568 13.3  583 14.3  591 13.7 

Non-Indigenous 490 7.2  402 6.0  434 6.6  416 6.1 

Total
(h)

            

Indigenous 3,087 12.0  3,403 12.9  3,601 13.1  3,928 12.7 

Non-Indigenous 43,239 6.0  43,474 6.1  44,882 6.1  49,155 6.1 

(a) Table includes live births of 20 weeks gestation or more or of 400 grams or more birthweight. Low birthweight is defined as less than 2,500 grams. 

(b) Data are presented in 3-year groupings because of small numbers each year. These groupings represent three calendar years. 

(c) Data relate to the Indigenous status of the mother only and therefore underestimate Indigenous births. 

(d) Indigenous and non-Indigenous data exclude births where the motherôs Indigenous status is not stated. 

(e) State-level data are based on the place where the birth occurred, not the place of usual residence. Cross-border issues need to be considered here: 

e.g. a high proportion of births in ACT hospitals are to mothers usually resident in New South Wales. 

(f) Earlier years data are not available for Tasmania, because the ónot statedô category for Indigenous status was unable to be distinguished from the 

ónon-Indigenousô category until 2005. 

(g) ACT percentages are influenced by both small numbers and high proportions of non-ACT residents who gave birth in the Australian Capital Territory 

and must be interpreted with caution. In 2005ï2007, the ACT resident proportion was 13.3% for low birthweight Indigenous babies and 6.3% for non-

Indigenous babies. 

(h) Totals for 1998ï2000, 2001ï2003 and 2003ï2005 exclude Tasmania, because the ónot statedô category for Indigenous status was unable to be 

distinguished from the ónon-Indigenousô category. 

Source: AIHW analysis of National Perinatal Epidemiology and Statistics Unit (NPESU) National Perinatal Data Collection. 
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Time series analysis  

Longer term perinatal trend data are limited to six states and territories ñNew South Wales, 
Victoria, Queensland, Western Australia, South Australia and the Northern Territory. These 
have been assessed by the AIHW as having adequate identification of Indigenous mothers in 
their perinatal data collections from 1991 onwards (AIHW: Leeds et al. 2007). 

Owing to the late inclusion of a ônot statedõ category of Indigenous status in 2000 in the 
National Perinatal Data Collection (before which ônot statedõ responses were included in the 
number of births to non -Indigenous mothers), the rate of low birthweight babies born to 
Indigenous mothers has been compared with rates of ôotherõ Australians (which includes 
births to both non -Indigenous mothers and births  to mothers for whom Indigenous status 
was not stated). 

Fluctuations in the number/proportion of low birthweight babies of Indigenous mothers 
over time partly reflect changing levels of coverage of babies of Indigenous mothers in the 
perinatal data. Caution should be exercised in assessing trends in low birthweight babies of 
Indigenous mothers over time and comparisons with the non -Indigenous population.  

The rate (proportion) of low birthweight babies per 100 live births, rate ratios and rate 
differences between Indigenous and non -Indigenous low birthweight babies over the period 
1991ð2008 are presented in Table 1.01.2 and Figure 1.01.1. Data are presented for all live 
births from 1991ð2008 and for live singleton births from 1991ð2007. Analyses of live 
singleton births are presented because low birthweight is associated with multiple births and 
there has been an increasing trend in multiple births over time. Inclusion of multiple births 
may therefore confound the results of trends analyses on low birthweight.  

Å Over the period 1991ð2008, there was a significant increase in the proportion of low 
birthweight babies born to Indigenous mothers. The fitted trend implies an average 
yearly increase in low birthweight babies born to Indigenous mothers of around 0.09 per  
100 live births, which is equivalent to an increase of 13% over the period (Table 1.01.2). A 
similar increase was evident for singleton babies born to Indigenous mothers over the 
period of 1991-2008. 

Å Over the period 1991-2008, there was a significant increase in the proportion of low 
birthweight babies born to other mothers. There was an average yearly increase in  
low -birthweight babies of around 0.02 per 100 live births, which is equivalent to a 7.1% 
increase over the period. Over the period 1991-2007 there was a significant increase in 
the proportion of singleton babies born to other mothers, an average yearly increase of 
around 0.01 per 100 live births, which is equivalent to a 1.9% increase over the period.  

Å Between 1991 and 2008 there was a significant increase in the rate difference between 
low birthweight babies born to Indigenous and non -Indigenous mothers. The fitted 
trend implies an average yearly increase in the rate difference of around 0.07 (increase of 
19% over the period). Over the same period there was no significant change in the rate 
ratio between low birthweight babies born to Indigenous and non -Indigenous mothers 
(Table 1.01.2). 

Å Between 1991 and 2007 there were significant increases in the rate ratio and rate 
differences for low birthweight singleton live -born babies (11% and 21%).
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Table 1.01.2: Rate (proportion), rate ratio and rate difference between low birthweight babies of Indigenous and other mother s, 1991ð2008 

  1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Annual 

change
(a)

 

Per cent 

change
(b)

 

Low birthweight live-born babies 

Indigenous rate 11.9 11.8 10.8 11.9 10.9 11.6 12.1 11.0 12.2 12.7 12.8 12.9 12.9 13.1 13.3 12.4 12.6 12.2 0.09* 13.2* 

Other rate
(c)

 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.8 5.8 5.9 5.9 6.0 6.1 6.0 6.1 6.0 6.1 6.1 6.2 5.9 5.9 0.02* 7.1* 

Rate ratio 2.1 2.1 1.9 2.1 1.9 2.0 2.1 1.9 2.0 2.1 2.1 2.1 2.1 2.2 2.2 2.0 2.1 2.1 0.01 6.1 

Rate difference 6.2 6.1 5.1 6.3 5.2 5.9 6.3 5.1 6.2 6.6 6.8 6.8 6.9 7.0 7.2 6.3 6.7 6.3 0.07* 18.9* 

Low birthweight singleton live-born babies 

Indigenous rate 11.1 10.8 9.7 11.0 10.2 10.7 11.3 10.0 10.9 11.7 11.5 11.8 11.9 12.1 12.1 11.4 11.3 . . 0.09** 13.3** 

Other rate
(c)

 4.5 4.4 4.5 4.4 4.5 4.5 4.5 4.6 4.6 4.5 4.5 4.6 4.5 4.6 4.5 4.6 4.4 . . 0.01** 1.9** 

Rate ratio 2.5 2.4 2.2 2.5 2.3 2.4 2.5 2.2 2.4 2.6 2.6 2.6 2.6 2.6 2.7 2.5 2.6 . . 0.02** 11.4** 

Rate difference 6.6 6.3 5.3 6.7 5.7 6.2 6.8 5.4 6.3 7.2 7.0 7.3 7.4 7.5 7.5 6.8 6.9 . . 0.09** 21.1** 

* Represents results with statistically significant increases or declines at the p < 0.05 level over the period 1991 to 2008. 

** Represents results with statistically significant increases or declines at the p < 0.05 level over the period 1991 to 2007. 

(a) Average annual change in number and proportion of low birthweight babies determined using linear regression analysis. 

(b) Per cent change between 1991 and 2007/2008 based on the average annual change over the period. 

(c) Includes non-Indigenous mothers and mothers for whom Indigenous status was not stated. 

Note: Excludes Tasmania and the Australian Capital Territory because data from these jurisdictions are not considered stable enough to be included in trend analyses mainly, because of small population size and some issues 

with data quality over the reporting period (AIHW: Leeds et al. 2007).  

Source: AIHW analysis of NPESU National Perinatal Data Collection.  
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Note: Excludes Tasmania and the Australian Capital Territory because data from these jurisdictions are not considered stable enough to  

be included in trend analyses mainly because of small population size and some issues with data quality over the reporting period (AIHW: 

Leeds et al. 2007). 

Source: AIHW analysis of NPESU National Perinatal Data Collection. 

Figure 1.01.1: Rates, rate ratios and rate differences between low birthweight babies  
(per 1,000 live births) of Indigenous and other mothers, 1991 ð2008 
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