
INFANTILE MORBIDITY AND MORTALITY� 
IN PORTO RICO *� 

B)' A. F .:RI\US Jsrux, 111. D,� 

Ass isttl1lt Com rnissinn er of H eal th of P or to R ico. Ass is tan t Prof essor of Hygiene,� 
Scho ol of Trop ieul )h-t1i,'iu t" I'uin ·r s it." uf P orto Iti eo, und er th e� 

U USpil'CK of Colum bi a U nivers ity� 

•In this Congress or th e American Nations. devoted to the proh­
lems of Tnfaney and of childh ood, a report submit ted to the Section 
on Hygiene concerning th e Infant IIygieno situat ion in an American 
island of especially interesting couditions could not he lacking, 

P orto Rico, n tropi cal island, America 's advanced guard in the 
Old World route, populated by a people of identical origin with 
that of th e Spanish Main had a specially close relationship until 
a quarter of a cen tu ry C1g0, with this island of Culm, For 0\,('[' a 
quarter of a century Porto R ico lias heen under the Stars and 
Stripes ; t en years ago I uited States Cit izenship was conferred upon 
its inhabitants, and its relations. its commerce, its intellectual inter­
course, its dealings with the r est of the world arc all conducted 
through its articulation tot he norrhern hrotherIy people of the 
Cont inent whose r obu st vital rhythm has been transmitted to the I s­
lane! people so as to induce In'eat t ra ns formations, awaken unknown 
anxiet it's 1111<1 t'II1!l'IH1er a marvellous intens ity ill th e course of l if e, 

A very dense populat ion , perpetual domestic peace ; ohser vs nee 
of th e vlrtue of work , affected by th e r ebounds of social phenomena 
arising all OWl' th e world , how have tl)is people conducted themselves 
in the fa ce or th e great Industrial Revolution; how, in the f ac,~ of 
the modern rnral migratory movement in quest of urban li fe j in 
the fa ce of th e economic instability of th e post-war peri odt 

'fit is is not the occasion for such topics and they will be consid­
ered OJlI~' ill :-;0 far as they affect child life or the health of childhood. 

Figures relating to Infantile Mortality in Porto Rico and their 
apparent causes during the years lH22 to 1927 . show that we had 
39,376 infant deaths (au average of 147 per thousand live births ) of 
which 12 ,31:~ , approximatelv one-th ird, thirtv-one pe l' cent, were 
given as due to diarrhea and enteritis ; 7,126 (eighteen pel' ceut. i as 
due to diseuses of th e respirutory tract (bronchit is, hron ehopneu­

'* }(patl lu'(ur., th l' SI' l~ t itJIl on H n :it'ne of t ho Fift h P un -Anu-rh-nn Chil d "· t ·ItRr~ Con­
~re-S 8 hehl at H nvu nu , Culm . D r-r-r-mher 8-1:1. ] !J ~7. Wht!Tlt th e nut ho r was a n official doll'. 
gato on h" l",tr of t ho U ni ted Stutes . ( Origi n a\l ~' wr itt en in Sparrlsb.} 
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mania and pneumonia) and 6,91f> (seven teen per cent) due to con­
genital debi lit y . 

The only important preventable contagious d iseases wer e tetanus 
neonatorutn, (2,54a, or six pel' cent ) and malaria (1,246, or three 
per cent ) . We do not believ e that all those deaths asc r ibed to 
diarrhea and enteritis were act ually caused by such and it may be 
plausible t o think that th e cause for this disturbance is not one, 
but varied. But in spite of all d ist inc t ions, t he figures are so huge 
that we are forced to conclude that the dietetic r egime in infancy 
is fundamentally wrong among the large majority of ' t he ' Porto' 
Rican people. 

'I'his belief is strengthened when we consider th e dist r ibut ion of 
said mortality in different periods with ill the first YI'a1' of life . 

INFANT MORTALITY FOR THE YEARS 1924-25, 1925-26, 1926-27. 
PORTO RICO 
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Let us now consider the following figures for the State of New 
York (exclusive of New York City) and fo r the year 1924. 

f' 

l ·-I\ l!t·r on l~ li lly . •.. • .. .. . • . . . . . . . . .. . _ . . _. . . . • . . .•.. .. . •.••.. ....•• • .••• , . . . .� 
OUl~ lllly uud u rul er onewe ek . . . . . . . . . • .. . . . . . . • . .. .. . .. . • • . . . • . . . • • . . • . • • • •� 
One wee-k uud un d er n llt.' month . . • • . • . • . •• . . . . . . . • • . . . . • . . • - . • .. ..... .. .. ..• .� 
One mo nth and unrl vr tw o mouths .. . . . . ... •.• •/ • . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . , .� 
T wo mouth s ru ul under oun Y(lar , .• •... •••• • • 

Tutal _. . .. 

The figures as to relative mortality 1'01' the year 1!l24 i ll the 
State of New York (excl usi ve of New York City ) and in P orto 
Rico are compared in t he following chart and graph by which it 
may be seen that the r e is in Porto Rico a decided predominance 
of infant deaths -after the first month of life; that is, when artificial 
feeding is more likely to be used. 
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DEATHS IN CHILDREN UNDER ONE YEAR OF AGE, BY MONTHS,� 
FOR A PERIOD OF FIVE YEARS� 

De ,u lJs 
-'--'-7"--;---;---~---"--'---:---"-----;---------

Year 
:) ~ ~ 

in C' Z Q 

---- - -1­
19"] 2.. . . . .. fi~ ~2 Ill! l CMI; lilil 56·1 
1923. . .. . . . . . . .. oHt 4!J1 5H m; 6GB 

57H (j( JrJ 682 ~ 58
{:;~ : : : ' : : : . :: : ~ : ~: : :: ::1 ~¥.~~ :,99 URI) tim; i bi) 
19:!'J 1 6;;; OO~ I fW 8~3 li,S 

Especially int ere sti ng is tile rlsP in th e nu mber of deaths during 
the month of -Iuly, much more marked than during the cooler months 
when th e influence 01' respiratory elise/I!'!'s might he most felt. 

The number of deaths in .July fr om all eauses eoiuc ides with the 
r ise in th e number of delilt hs l'rnrn (1 iarrhea and cnte eit is, as may 
be seen in the following table: 

DEATHS FROM DIARRHEA AND ENTERITIS.. UNDER ONE YEAR, 
BY MONTHS.-1!l22 TO 1927, 

-------_._---­
Years 

~r" n lh~ 

------1-- - ---- - - - - ­
.J Il I ~· _ 321 :!AA 2;;1 2H 3~ 1 
Augn st .. . :!fi.:. i2~ 176 18.1 2:;fl& • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • .. • • • • • 

,;oj)(c m l}er .. .... . .. . .. ;Il~! Inn 1, :1 13; 213 
O utobe r _ , . .. . . . . . . . •. . . .. . ~;r, 2'.!3 16:! 100 107 
N o\'c~mhpr. . . . .. . . 271 ~lQ'1 H.~~-) l'ij 2aL 
O f ~{· ( ~m l H'r _... . . .... . • .. . . . . . . . _ 2H 228 lUI Z.!fi 204 
.J'll '"11rr . . ... .... .... .. . .. .. .. .. . . .. . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ~8 Il!.\ 1'H I ri·! 2()() 
"'t:brullTf .. . Wfi l 'i2 1·17 l·m 1M 
Mnr ('h . .. . . ~!i 168 J~:; 162 158 
April .. :l;,g c~)7 19~ If;:! 1.;'; 
Mn)" , , . .. .. . .. . 2-1 2 '.H5 :!':!-"j 154 177 
.l u n - _ _ , • • . . . . , . . • . ,. ... . . . .. :,,'0) '.!lR l HB 155 17~ 

,- - - - - - -- - --- ---­
Totu I ~ 1 2 .~8U i. na9 ':.! , 2~8 2.cf.fi 2,451 

To th ose who recogni ze till' relation that socio-economic con­
d it ions ha ve to Iecding ha bits as well as their n-lation to health 
eondit ions : fael'd with such hi jrh illfan t mortal itv : with such r ises 
during th e warmer months; with th e f'aet th at th e main cause is 
gastrc-euterit is ; that. this cause 01' death I'ises also at th e same 
period f1S the general rate 1'01' infant mortality ; and fa t ed with tire 
fad that most infant. rh-aths oecur in Porto Ri co at a later date 
than in oth er countries, th e main problem in eh ild -welfa r e work 
must he apparent. 

Sixtv years ago a wise Porto Ri eau scholar, nne of those remark­
abl e men who stated 0111' case before t he metropolis of t hose days­

http:��....,..�
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the needs and g"I'icYilnces of CUIIIl an d Porto Hieo-II comrade th en 
of Morales Lemus, or P ozos Dulees HIllI of Az curat e : our Don ,Jose 
Julifm Acostn, attempting to rea d int o th e f utu re of hi s peo ple 
sa id proph et ieal ly , "Sillc-e our populntion au gments at a rat e of 
t h ree P CI' r-en t Ilf'r an num , at ti ll' end of this ecn tu ry . if 110 eve n t 
stops it. t he Island shall have n population of OW l' a m illi on . 
A beautiful future whi ch should 1101. da zzle us bu t ca use Il S to he 
foresighted, Populntion is subject t o un changiug law s. So, slnee 
that population shall live h:' it s own toil, the supply of working 
hands mu st of n eeessitv he larger, and if we c10 1I0t want it 10 
UIl(]C'J'gO unspeakable snfl'e ri ug : if we flo not want death to take 
ear l' of re-establishing th e equilibr-ium we should at the same t ime 
in crease labor demand through more invested ca pit al. " 

This remarkable prophecy was made ill 1866 when Porto Rico 
had i)S3,:108 iuhahitunts and its popula tion was th e mos t dense in 
thc New World , with th e exception of SOllie of t he Lesser Antilles. 
A t. the end of that (,(,11tUI',\' till' lslaud had 9;):3 ,2J: ~ inhabitants and 
to-day it ha ll II population of l,-lOO,OOO or -1-12 .• PCI' square mil l'. 

Acosta 's admonition made sixty years ago is OUI' pl'l'SSillg p rob ­
lem at the present tiuie, a problem whi ch so eonce r ns 11S that it is 
the "leit-mot iv" of OU r civic endeavors for the I urt In-ranee of new 
in dustries, for th e pl acin g of mo re ca pit al at th e service of the ('01n· 

munity, for th e remedying of an evil whi ch is mor e and more be­
corning a biolog ical phenomou on , chit' to 0 111' hi zh bi rt h-ra te lind to 
th e int elligent measu res taken for th e protect ion of human lif e, 
whi ch needl ess to sa y is II credit to our public health orga uization . 

In cons idering the question of in Ia nt III0 rh id itv aud mortality 
in Porto Ri co, it must he born in mind. as a fund am en tal fad , t hat 
th e increase in popular ion is ;1 hiological ph enomenon , lind t hilt as 
Acosta sairl " death t akes u pon itself th e re-esta blishing of the cqu i­
Iiln-ium when the rut o of increase surpasses the possihilit.ies of life 
with in given limits of spaee." During th e last five yenrs 0111' birth­
rate was thlrtv-eight p C'I' thousan d population. and Oil\' population 
continues to increase l.li 1)('1' cen t annually, according to th e la te st 
census. 

""'c would not convey the idea that our infant mortality rate may 
110t be reduced unless OUI' population hl' reduced , hnt in or d er to 
make as cons ider able II reduct ion us is need ed, th e qu est ion is, shall 
we do it exclusively through a st re nuous child-welfa re program such 
as is now being car r ied for ward or shall it he brought about al so, 
and necessarily, by a certain social and economic progress, to be 
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attained by our own efforts and perseverance, intelligence and ' 
moderation; as a consequence of civil' education, carried OIl ron­
jointly with industrial and commercial development? 

The indispensable educational measures could not be and have 
not been overlooked in 0111' public-health work. They have been 

given a great measure of attention, as much as that giv en to the 
prophylaxis of contagious diseases by the use. of the Schick test; 
the use of diphtheria toxin-anti-toxin; the isolation of cases of 
measles, (11](1 or chronic cases oftubcrcnlosis, etc.: th e distribution 
of free prophylactic packages to expectant mothers; general sani­
tation, etc . This work has heen car r ied on with a eubioti c interest, 
and combined with it has been careful attention to d ietetics in the 
Pre-natal and Baby Clinics of th e Bureau of Social Medi cine of the 
Department of Health. 

At this point permit me to refPI" hriefly to the organization of 
our Bureau of Social W elfare. Its five divisions known as Child

"Telfare, Tuberculosis Prevention, Venereal Diseases Prevention" 
Social Work and Public Health Nursing, form a well-coordinated . 
puhlie service. Since all an' inter-related so .ial problems, medico­
social work follows definite routes with a minimum effor t and a 
maximum yield. Thirty r-l ini e« take care of different sect.ions of the 
Island. Thirty-six nurses work under II Superintendent of Public 
Health Nurses. Tw enty-five physioians attend to th e professional 
work, A. Superintendent of Social 'York with her assistants attends 
to the purely soeiologieal aspects of th e problems 'p resen ted at the 
clinics, those varied factors which influence so mu ch the mental and 
physical well-being of the clients. The \I"OI'k of the Bureau of 
Social Welfare begins with the expectant mother, She is instructed 
and looked after until her Cllild is born, after which she is not 
neglected but taught how to care f'or thc baby in the home and 
instructed to look to IlS for guidance in bringing- it up. The mother 
and th e child have the advantages of our educational 'p rogram as 
carried out in the clin ics until the ch ild has reached school age. 
Vaccination against small-pox and diphth eria, are done at an- early ­
age and the incidences of nutrition are under constant surveillance 
during that very difficult period in the tropics. Educational films 
are exhibited to expectant mothers and Little }'lothers' Leagues. 

The follow ing figures will !rive a fair idea of the work carried ' 
out in the various divisions of the Bureau of Social Xledieine during 
the year }926 -to 1!)27: ' '. ' 
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Expectan t mothers: 
Now cases 2.020 

I nfan ts cared for: 
Xcw ('uses _ 4, 572 

Visits by nurses _ 32,653
Sociul ('us('s _ 

875 
Veucrenl diseascs : 

Cases treated _ 1, 453 
Ant i-tubercu losis work: 

Old cases und er care _ 2,633 
)rew ca8e8_~- --------- - ---- - -- - -------- - ---_--- 1, 274 ' 

It is too soon to expect a decided influence fro m this work, which 
was begun only fou r years ago, has been in the course of develop­
ment du r ing that peri od, an d is in the process of still further ex­
tension. Oth er fa ctors being presen t, th e mortality rat e has 110t been 
reduced as yet. 

. At the outset we mentioned the fact that our conditions are 
especially intere st ing and peculiar ; here they arc us I have pre­
sented them to yon. Face to face with a biologic al ph en omenon of 
over -popu lation in a given t er r it ory, exists a. modern public-health 
organization which Iunctions among an intell igent and progressive 
peopl e. W hat shall the result be ~ 

This is th e problem, this, the situ at ion that awakens intellectual 
interest and gives rise, I am su re, to the human sy mpat hetic interest 
of brotherl y souls such as yours. 

Let us look confidently into the F uture. It is a question of 
Faith an d Good W ill . 


