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Data on this subject tend to come from routinely collected data rather than surveys.
Headline figures are available from ONS annual publications and Birth statistics, series FM1,1 containing data from birth registration and Mortality statistics, Series DH3, derived from data from death registration linked to data for the corresponding birth.2 Both parents countries of birth, but not their ethnic origin are recorded at birth registration so published data relate only to first generation migrants.

These show that infant mortality rates are highest for babies whose mothers were born in Pakistan, followed by those with mothers born in the ‘Rest of Africa’, in other words former colonies in West Africa and in the Caribbean.2 Low birthweight follows a different pattern, with high percentages of birthweights under 2,500g for babies whose mothers were born in South Asian countries or East Africa. Babies with parents born in the West of Africa have slightly lower proportions overall, but relatively high proportions of babies weighing under 1,500g. This led to considerable differences in mortality in the under 2,500g group. Mortality rates overall show high rates of death attributed to congenital anomalies among babies with mothers born in Pakistan and high rates attributed to immaturity-related conditions among babies with mothers born in the ‘Rest of Africa’ and the Caribbean.
ONS is working with City University and others to link data derived from the process of issuing NHS numbers to new babies to those recorded at birth registration. The NHS numbers dataset is small but includes gestational age and an item described as the ‘baby’s ethnic origin’. Now that the linkage has been achieved further work is needed to assess the meaning of this.

As part of a Department of Health funded study of inequalities in the outcome of pregnancy, time trends in births and infant mortality from 1983-2001 were analysed by mothers’ countries of birth.3,4 This showed that differences in low birthweight and very low birthweight  had persisted and perhaps widened over this period. The percentages of multiple birhs were highest for mothers born in West Africa and the Caribbean and had risen over the period. Differences existed between infant mortality for babies with fathers in manual and non manual occupations, apart from among babies whose mothers were born in Bangladesh.
The study of Fetal and Infant Death in East London was commissioned to look at factors associated with the high infant mortality rate in City and Hackney PCT,5starting from the baseline of data in the VS tables. A literature review of previous research in East London showed that the White population did not have the lowest infant mortality rates but suggested that this might be a manifestation of the ‘healthy migrant’ effect and that assimilation might not necessarily lead to better health. Analyses of routine data from the child health system showed the high rate of very preterm birth in Hackney among ‘West Indian’ and African women, many of whom come from West Africa. Using a cohort approach it showed that the babies of African and Caribbean women delivering before term had higher mortality than white or Bangladeshi babies. These two groups plus Bangladeshis had a high rate at term. Similar results were seen for stillbirths.
An aim of this study was to frame more precise questions for further work and a pilot of a case control study into very preterm birth has now been funded.

Women from some minority ethnic groups, particularly migrant women are at above average risk of dying in and around childbirth themselves.6 This was recognised as long ago as the 1960s in the Confidential Enquiries into Maternal Deaths and attributed to under use of services.7 Data were published on the subject up to the early 1980s, but the subject  was swept under the carpet until the late 1990s, when it was recognised that marginalised women make a major contribution to the relatively small numbers of maternal deaths in the UK. Data from the Millennium Cohort show differences in the use of services persist.8
These data from routine sources raise questions about the meaning of the data used and the factors contributing to the differences observed and in the extent to which mothers from each group were born in the UK.9 Although women from some minority ethnic groups tend to be concentrated in deprived areas, the differences between ethnic and migrant groups suggest that others factors can also play a part.
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