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Definitions

Birthweight: Infant’s weight at birth, usuvally recorded within one hour of birth and measured
to the nearest 5 grams.

Caesarean section: Operative birth through an abdominal incision
Confinement: Pregnancy resulting in at least one birth

Elective caesarean section: Operative birth through an abdominal incision performed before
the onset of labour

Emergency caesarean section: Operative birth through an abdominal incision performed after
the onset of labour

Forceps: Assisted birth using a metallic obstetric instrument
Hospital size: Number of confinements occurring annually in a hospital
Maternal age: Mother’s age at her child’s birth

Multipara: Pregnant woman who has had at least one previous pregnancy resulting in a live
birth or stillbirth

Parity: Number of previous pregnancies resulting in live births or stillbirths

Plurality: Number of fetuses or infants resulting from one pregnancy (singleton, twin, triplet,
quadruplet)

Primipara: Pregnant woman who has had no previous pregnancy resulting in a live birth or
stillbirth

Spontaneous vertex: Birth without intervention in which the baby’s head is the presenting part
Vacuum extraction: Assisted birth using a suction cap applied to the baby’s head

Vaginal breech: Birth in which the baby’s buttocks or lower limbs are the presenting parts




Summary

The caesarean birth rate in Australia continued to increase during the late 1980s, reaching a
peak of 18.0% of all confinements (excluding New South Wales) in 1989. The rate of 17.5% in
1990 was slightly lower. In that year, there were almost 45,000 caesarean births nationally,
representing about 1 in 6 of all births. Other interventions during childbirth included the use
of forceps in 10-15% of confinements and vacuum extraction in about 2% of confinements.
Vaginal breech delivery occurred in 1.2-1.4% of confinements.

Caesarean rates were highest in South Australia, Queensland and the Australian Capital
Territory and lowest in Tasmania. Slightly more than half of all caesarean sections were
performed electively before the onset of labour.

Older mothers had higher caesarean rates - those aged 40 years or more had a caesarean rate
more than double that of teenage mothers. The caesarean rate was about 15-20% higher in first
confinements than in subsequent confinements. With advancing maternal age, the rate was
relatively higher for first confinements.

Mothers classified as private patients had higher caesarean rates than those classified as public
patients. The greatest difference in rates occurred in Queensland, where private patients had
rates 50% higher than public patients.

Caesarean rates in twin confinements were double those in singleton births. The majority of
other multiple births were delivered by caesarean section.

Babies weighing 1000-1499g were more likely to be born by caesarean section than babies in
other birthweight groups; the caesarean rate for this group was 50.1%. Caesarean rates were

also relatively high for babies in the heaviest birthweight group (22.4% for babies of 4500g or
more).




Introduction

As in many other countries, caesarean rates in Australia have increased markedly in recent
decades. In its report in 1985, a National Health and Medical Research Council Working Party
noted that caesarean rates had shown about a fourfold increase in the period between the 1960s
and the early 1980s. Two States, Tasmania and Western Australia, have annual data on
caesarean rates since the mid-1970s. In Tasmania, the rate increased from 5.4% in 1974 to
14.7% in 1990, while in Western Australia it rose from 4.8% in 1975 to 18.8% in 1990.

Caesarean sections are performed for a variety of indications in the mother or fetus including
maternal medical conditions, obstetric complications arising during pregnancy, labour or delivery,
previous caesarean births, and fetal distress or failure to progress during labour. There is
considerable debate concerning the reasons for the higher caesarean rates in recent years and
opinions differ on what is the optimal rate.

This report is based on data from the perinatal collections in each State and Territory and
provides information about selected risk factors recorded in these population-based data
systems.

Data sources and criteria

The groups responsible for the State and Territory perinatal collections obtain notifications of
all births occurring in hospitals and of most births occurring outside hospitals. These
notifications record information about the mothers and infants, including maternal age and
country of birth; number of previous pregnancies; medical conditions; complications occurring
during pregnancy, labour and delivery; type of delivery; and the baby’s condition at birth and
birthweight.

After discussion with representatives of the State and Territory perinatal data groups, the ATHW 4
National Perinatal Statistics Unit requested tabulated data on agreed items. These tabulated
data were used to prepare this report.

All tabulations in the report are based on the year of birth. Data include infants of at least 400g
birthweight or at least 20 weeks’ gestation, except for Western Australia which excluded births
of less than 500g. The Victorian data prior to 1987 also excluded infants of less than 500g or
less than 22 weeks’ gestation. Data for the Northern Territory for 1988 and 1989 excluded
Darwin Private Hospital. The tabulated data for the Northern Territory and the Australian
Capital Territory were based on births, not confinements. Queensland data for 1989 and 1990
are provisional.

Results

Type of delivery

In the period from 1985 to 1990, about two-thirds of women had a spontaneous vertex delivery
(Tables 1-3). The national caesarean rate increased from 15.5% in 1985 to 18.0% in 1989 and
17.5% in 1990 (Figure 1), but data for several years were incomplete. Forceps deliveries
declined from 14.9% in 1985 to 10.7% in 1990 and vacuum extraction was used in 1.8 -2.5% of
all deliveries. Vaginal breech delivery occurred in 1.2 - 1.4% of confinements.

Caesarean rates varied considerably among the States and Territories - in 1985, the rates ranged
between 12.9% in Tasmania and 18.2% in the Australian Capital Territory and, in 1990, between










14.7% in Tasmania and 21.4% in South Australia (Figure 2). Tasmania consistently had the
lowest caesarean rate, while the highest rates occurred in South Australia, Queensland and the
Australian Capital Territory. Vacuum extraction was not widely used in most States, except in
Western Australia where it was used in 7-8% of all confinements. The Northern Territory had
the lowest rate of obstetric intervention with spontaneous vertex delivery occurring in about
three-quarters of confinements. '

Data on elective and emergency caesarean deliveries were not available for every State and
Territory but slightly more than half of all caesarean sections were performed electively. This
pattern was not evident in South Australia, and particularly not in the Northern Territory, where
emergency caesareans were relatively more likely than elective caesarean sections.

Caesarean rates by maternal age

Data for 1987 and 1988 show higher caesarean rates with advancing maternal age, increasing
from about 12% in teenage mothers to about 30% in women aged 40 years and over (Tables
4, 5; Figure 3). In the Northern Territory, caesarean rates in teenagers were about 50% higher
than the national rate. The previously noted high overall caesarean rates in Queensland, South
Australia and the Australian Capital Territory were apparent in most other age groups.

Caesarean rates by parity

Women having their first baby had higher caesarean rates than those with previous children
(Table 6, Figure 4). The national rate in primiparas was 18.5% and 18.4% in 1987 and 1988,
respectively, and, in multiparas, it was 15.7% and 15.8%, respectively.

Figure 5. Caesarean rates by maternal age and parity,
Australia, 1987-1988
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Caesarean rates by maternal age and parity

As maternal age and parity are interrelated, the caesarean rates for maternal age groups were
examined separately for primiparas and multiparas (Tables 7-10; Figure 5). The majority of
teenage confinements were primiparas, but caesarean rates were almost identical in primiparas
and multiparas. As maternal age increased; caesarean delivery was relatively more likely in
primiparas than in multiparas. For women of 40 years and over, primiparas had a caesarean
rate that was more than double the rate in multiparas.

Caesarean rates by patient classification

The classification of mothers as ‘private’ or ‘public’ is not recorded in all perinatal collections.
Available data from some States and the Australian Capital Territory enabled comparison of
caesarean rates for the two classifications (Table 11, Figure 6). Mothers classified as private
had caesarean rates about 40% higher than those classified as public. The greatest difference
in rates was in Queensland where the caesarean rates for women admitted to hospital as private
patients were 24.0% and 24.5% in 1989 and 1990, respectively, compared with 15.6% and 15.8%,
respectively, for women admitted as public patients. The difference in caesarean rates between
private and public patients was least pronounced in the Australian Capital Territory.

Caesarean rates by plurality

Data for 1987 and 1988 show a similar pattern of caesarean rates accordmg to the plurality of
the pregnancy (Table 12, Figure 7). Caesarean rates in twin pregnancies (33.3% and 33.4%,
respectively) were double the rates in singleton pregnancies (16.6% and 16.5%, respectively).
Three- -quarters of triplet pregnancies were delivered by caesarean section. Reflecting the overall
variations in caesarean rates among the States and Territories, the rates for smgleton and twin

pregnancies were generally higher in South Australia and Queensland than in the other States
and Territories.

Caesarean rates by birthweight of infant

National caesarean rates Vary ‘markedly for infants in different birthweight groups (Tables 13,
14; Figure 8). The hlghest rate was for infants welghmg 1000-1499g of whom 50.1% were born
by caesarean section in 1987-88. With increasing b1rthwe1ght the caesarean rate declined to
15.0% for infants of 3500-3999g, then was higher again for infants in the heaviest birthweight
groups (16.6% for infants of 4000- 4499g, 22.4% for infants of 4500g or more).

Caesarean rates by hospitéi size

Hospital size was categonsed on the basis of the number of confinements occurrmg annually in

a hospital.. Caesarean rates were much lower in the smallest hospitals than in other hospitals
(Table 15, Figure 9). Those hospltals with up to 100 confinements annua]ly in 1987-88 had
caesarean rates of 7.0% compared with rates between 15.0% and 18.7% in hospitals ranging in
size from 101-500 to more than 2,000 confinements annually The majority of births occurred
in moderate-sized or large hospitals with more than 500 confinements each year. In these
hospltals caesarean rates were, with some excepnons generally highest in South Australia and
Queensland, and also in Western Australia in the largest hospitals.
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Comments

The factors influencing the decision to perform a caesarean section are complex and not all are
readily measurable. This report provides data on population-based trends in caesarean rates
over a relatively short period of time and on variations in rates for selected risk factors that are
recorded in State and Territory perinatal data collections.

The national caesarean rate of 18.0% for 1989 in this report probably slightly overestimates the
actual rate. Data for New South Wales were not available for that year. As about one-third of
the national births occur in New South Wales, the annual caesarean rates in that State have an
important influence on national figures. The caesarean rate in New South Wales was 15.9% in
1988 and 16.0% in 1990. If it is assumed that the NSW rate in 1989 was 16.0%, then the
national rate would have been about 17.3%, not the figure of 18.0% reported here.

The health insurance status of pregnant women, and whether or not they are admitted as private
or public patients to hospitals, are important factors influencing caesarean rates in some States.
Patient classification was not recorded in most perinatal collections until recent years. It is
essential information for analysing current trends and indications for caesarean section.

Except for the comparisons of caesarean rates in primiparous and multiparous women in
different age groups, this report based on tabulated data lacks analysis of the interrelationship
of various risk factors that affect caesarean rates. For example, to some extent the high
caesarean rates in very low birthweight infants of 1000-1499g are affected by the
disproportionate number of infants from multiple births in this birthweight group. Similarly,
although most teaching hospitals with tertiary levels of care, and relatively more high-risk
pregnant women, would be included in that group of hospitals with more than 2,000

confinements annually, it would be of interest to compare caesarean rates in other large
hospitals.

Future reports based on unit record data from the State and Territory perinatal collections will
enable more detailed analysis of factors influencing caesarean rates. Other studies are also
needed in hospitals to determine the reasons for the higher caesarean rates in women admitted
as private patients. Regular audit of caesarean sections by perinatal committees within hospitals
provides one important approach for evaluating current obstetric practices.
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Table 13. Caesarean births and rates by birthweight, States and Territories, 1987

Birthweight NSW Vie Qld SA WA Tas NT ACT Ausiralia
(grams)
Less than 500  Caesarean sections 3 1 12 1 - - 3 - 20
Total births 139 48 67 32 - 9 - 301
Caesarean rate (%) 2.2 2.1 17.9 3.1 - 0.0 33.3 - 6.6
500 - 999 Caesarean sections 84 55 58 34 32 8 1 - 272
Total births 347 291 219 83 134 28 32 - 1,134
Caesarean rate (%) 24.2 18.9 26.5 41.0 23.9 28.6 3.1 - 24.0
1000 - 1499 Caesarean sections 220 157 143 T 73 ) 7 9 702
Total births 420 331 261 129 141 39 25 18 1,364
Caesarean rate (%) 52.4 47.4 54.8 55.0 51.8 56.4 28.0 50.0 51.5
1500 - 1999 Caesarean sections 359 275 246 122 134 24 16 10 1,186
Total births 891 658 485 250 279 74 67 - 31 2,735
Caesarean rate (%) 40.3 41.8 50.7 48.8 48.0 324 23.9 32.3 43.4
2000 - 2499 Caesarean sections 794 552 477 253 259 41 31 44 2,451
Total births 3,041 2,172 1,429 758 932 218 191 137 8,878
Caesarean rate (%) 26.1 25.4 334 334 27.8 18.8 16.2 32.1 27.6
2500 - 2999 Caesarean sections 2,215 1,751 1,243 613 757 149 118 138 6,984
Total births 12,630 9,433 5918 2,856 3,754 1,103 679 663 37,036
Caesarean rate (%) 17.5 18.6 21.0 21.5 20.2 13.5 17.4 20.8 18.9
3000 - 3499 Caesarean sections 4,445 3,458 2,447 1,284 1,429 268 176 244 13,751
Total births 31,158 22,791 14,445 7,095 9,064 2,516 1,186 1,598 89,853
Caesarean rate (%) 14.3 15.2 16.9 18.1 15.8 10.7 14.8 15.3 15.3
3500 - 3999 Caesarean sections 3,630 2,823 1,932 1,061 1,030 238. . 148 195 11,057
Total births 25,200 19,056 11,907 5957 7,235 2,030 779 1,183 73,347
Caesarean rate (%) 14.4 14.8 16.2 17.8 14.2 11.7 19.0 16.5 15.1
4000 - 4499 Caesarean sections 1,291 926 629 343 354 92 38 56 3,729
Total births 7,862 5,728 3,840 1,895 2,250 647 210 349 22,781
Caesarean rate (%) 16.4 16.2 16.4 18.1 15.7 14.2 18.1 16.0 16.4
4500 and over Caesarean sections 325 207 154 63 85 25 7 13 879
Total births 1,410 964 630 322 349 111 40 53 3,879
Caesarean rate (%) 23.0 21.5 24.4 19.6 24.4 22.5 17.5 24.5 22.7
Not stated Caesarean sections - 12 13 2 - - - 34 61
Total births - 95 85 18 - - - 197 395
Caesarean rate (%) - 12.6 15.3 11.1 - - - 17.3 15.4
Total Caesarean sections 13,366 10,217 7,354 3,847 4,153 867 545 “ - 743 41,092
Total births 83,098 61,567 39,286 19,395 24,138 6,772 3,218 4,229 241,703
Caesarean rate (%) 16.1 16.6 18.7 19.8 17.2 12.8 16.9 17.6 17.0
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Table 14. Caesarean births and rates by birthweight, States and Territories, 1988

Birthweight NSW Vic Qld SA WA Tas NT ACT Australia
(grams)

Less than 500  Caesarean sections 12 2 6 1 - - - ~ 21
Total births 159 56 54 32 - 8 11 - 320

Caesarean rate (%) 7.5 3.6 1.1 3.1 - 0.0 0.0 - 6.6

500 - 999 Caesarean sections 83 59 50 31 27 6 2 - 258
Total births 359 324 209 109 125 40 22 - 1,188

Caesarean rate (%) 23.1 18.2 23.9 28.4 21.6 15.0 9.1 - 21.7

1000 - 1499 Caesarean sections 216 169 136 88 93 9 10 4 725
Total births 424 404 275 133 17_9 30 25 17 1,487

Caesarean rate (%) 50.9 41.8 49.5 66.2 52.0 30.0 40.0 23.5 48.8

1500 - 1999 Caesarean sections 390 300 233 144 130 24 12 26 1,259
Total births 877 749 513 251 301 79 54 52 2,876

Caesarean rate (%) 44.5 40.1 454 57.4 43.2 30.4 22.2 50.0 43.8

2000 - 2499 Caesarean sections 800 580 508 251 293 48 41 46 2,567
Total births 3,055 2,211 1,527 744 931 263 188 151 9,070

Caesarean rate (%) 26.2 26.2 333 33.7 31.5 18.3 21.8 30.5 28.3

2500 - 2999 Caesarean sections 2,177 1,765 1,349 649 745 155 92 123 7,055
Total births 12,812 9,747 6,321 3,027 3,890 1,050 610 666 38,123

Caesarean rate (%) 17.0 18.1 21.3 21.4 19.2 14.8 15.1 18.5 18.5

3000 - 3499 Caesarean sections 4,494 3,469 2,554 1,361 1,476 297 124 270 14,045
Total births 31,065 23,822 14,777 7,236 9,372 2,568 1,008 1,661 91,509

Caesarean rate (%) 14.5 14.6 17.3 18.8 15.7 11.6 12.3 16.3 15.3

3500 - 3999 Caesarean sections 3,670 2,721 2,052 1,067 1,111 257 90 218 11,186
Total births 25,204 19,199 12,543 5,909 7,637 2,100 + 567 1,342 74,501

Caesarean rate (%) 14.6 14.2 16.4 18.1 14.5 12.2 15.9 16.2 15.0

4000 - 4499 Caesarean sections 1,268 968 717 358 389 95 28 73 3,896
Total births 7,794 6,001 4,127 1,797 2,291 665 163 . 412 23,250

Caesarean rate (%) 16.3 16.1 17.4 19.9 17.0 14.3 17.2 17.7 16.8

4500 and over Caesarean sections 293 212 183 56 84 15 6 18 867
Total births 1,307 1,008 745 286 350 117 21 72 3,906

Caesarean rate (%) 22.4 21.0 24.6 19.6 24.0 12.8 28.6 25.0 22.2

Not stated Caesarean sections 56 13 8 - - - - 12 89
Total births 499 131 32 6 - - - 64 732

" Caesarean rate (%) 11.2 9.9 25.0 0.0 - - - 188 12.2

Total Caesarean sections 13,459 10,258 7,796 4,006 4,348 906 405 790 41,968
Total births 83,555 63,652 41,123 19,530. 25,076 6,920 2,669 4,437 246,962

Caesarean rate (%) 16.1 16.1 19.0 20.5 17.3 . 1341 15.2 17.8 17.0
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Table 15. Caesarean confinements and rates by hospital size, States and Territories, 1987 and 1988

Hospital caiegory Number of Caesarean sections Total confinements Caesarean section rate
(confinements hospitals
per annum)

1987 1988 1987 1988 1987 1988
New South Wales 1987 1988
1-100 77 76 116 154 2,434 2,429 4.8 6.3
101 - 500 43 45 1,396 1,350 9,962 10,139 14.0 13.3
501 - 1000 18 21 1,893 2,363 12,830 15,441 14.8 15.3
1001 - 2000 14 13 3,288 3,133 19,436 18,442 16.9 17.0
2001 or more 13 12 6,336 6,083 37,463 36,085 16.9 16.9
Total 165 167 13,029 13,083 82,125 82,536 15.9 15.9
Victoria
1-99 80 216 154 2,561 2,231 8.4 6.9
100 - 499 39 1,328 1,287 8,769 8,913 15.1 14.4
500 - 999 23 2,428 2,440 14,756 14,783 16.5 16.5
1000 - 1999 10 2,388 2,248 14,013 14,268 17.0 15.8
2000 or more 6 3,609 3,855 20,593 22,512 17.5 17.1
Total 158 9,969 9,984 60,835 62,845 16.4 15.9
Queensland 1987 1988
1-100 75 7 136 126 2,230 1,954 6.1 6.4
101 - 500 20 25 677 857 4,380 5,612 15.5 15.3
501 - 1000 12 12 1,620 1,636 8,167 8,119 19.8 20.2
1001 - 2000 9 10 1,985 2,273 12,456 13,414 15.9 16.9
2001 or more 2 2 2,765 2,707 11,541 11,462 24.0 23.6
Total 118 120 7,183 7,599 38,842 40,628 ' 18.5 18.7
South Australia
1-100 61 192 190 1,695 1,827 11.3 10.4
101 - 500 16 621 699 3,538 3,461 17.6 20.2
501 - 1000 5 612 567 3,114 3,050 19.7 18.6
1001 - 2000 4 1,038 1,125 4,932 5,147 21.0 21.9
2001 or more 2 1,269 1,294 5,765 5,702 22.0 22.7
Total 88 3,732 3,875 19,128 19,259 19.5 20.1
Western Australia
1-100 54 100 83 1,567 1,514 6.4 5.5
101 - 500 21 719 838 4,872 5,817 14.8 15.3
501 - 1000 6 773 686 4,598 4,343 16.8 15.8
1001 - 2000 5 887 897 6,037 5,884 14.7 15.2
2001 or more 2 1,550 1,637 6,762 7,178 22.9 22.8
Total 88 4,029 4,191 23,836 24,736 16.9 16.9

Note : Total confinements include homebirths




Table 15. Caesarean confinements and rates by hospital size, States and Territories, 1987 and 1988 (cont.)

Hospital category Number of Caesarean sections Total confinements Caesarean section rate
(confinements hospitals
per annum)

1987 1988 1987 1988 1987 1988
Tasmania 1987 1988
1-100 13 14 4 16 282 493 1.4 3.2
101 - 500 1 - - - 107 - - -
501 - 1000 2 2 211 201 1,439 1,377 14.7 14.6
1001 - 2000 2 2 372 365 2,758 2,724 13.5 13.4
2001 or more 1 1 261 300 2,116 2,233 12.3 13.4
Total 19 19 848 882 6,702 6,827 12.7 12.9
Northern Territory
1-100 1 1 2 67 83 1.5 2.4
101 - 500 2 72 96 455 525 15.8 18.3
501 - 1000 1 138 142 814 763 17.0 18.6
1001 - 2000 1 334 165 1,742 1,184 19.2 13.9
2001 or more - - - - - - -
Total 5 545 405 3,218 2,669 16.9 15.2
A.C.T. 1987 1988
1-100 - - - - - - - -
101 - 500 - - - - - - - -
501 - 1000 1 144 - 918 - 15.7 -
1001 - 2000 2 599 790 3,273 4,402 18.3 17.9
200! or more - - - - - - -
Total 3 3 743 790 4,229 4,437 - 17.6 17.8
Australia 1987 1988
1-100 361 357 765 725 10,836 10,531 71 6.9
101 - 500 142 148 4,813 5,177 32,083 34,467 15.0 15.0
501 - 1000 68 70 7,819 8,035 46,636 47,876 16.8 16.8
1001 ~ 2000 47 - 48 10,891 10,996 64,647 65,465 16.8 16.8
2001 or more 26 25 15,790 15,876 84,240 85,172 18.7 18.6
Total 644 648 40,078 . 40,809 238,915 243,937 16.8 16.7

Note : Total confinements include homebirths
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