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'l'he object of this brief study is to bring out dl'llrly a ft~ W of 
the more significant facts respecting the high in cidence of tuberculosis 
in Porto Rico, The data on which the studies are based have been 
tnken larg('ly from the vital statistics of the Department of Health 
or Porto Rico, and we are !{l'eatly imlehtcd to the Conunissinner of 
Health. Dr. Pedro 7'\. Ortiz, and his staff for helpful cooperation in 
eompil ing and interpreting the data. 

The general tuberculosis dent h rah~ for Porto Rico 1l11d tJH~ 
death rate by each form of the dis ease together with the ratc 
L~' St'X, race and residence (ur ban or rural ) haw beeu computed, 
Th ese have been compared with those of continentul Un ited States, 
!;( voral individual states, and oth er countries. The investigation has 
been limited to the four-year period, 102:~-EJ27. since prior to 192:J 
0111' Porto Rico records were found incomplete, and f'or some years 
unobtainable. For comparative data we have drawn upon the 
mortality stat ist ics for 1024 of the United States Census Bureau, 
lind valuahle information has heen obtained from the reports of the 
Commissioner of Health of Porto Rico 1'01' 102+-2;'), and 192a-26 ; 
from the Sanitation Reports 2 of the Virgin Islands, 1!J21-25, and 
from a paper hy (Jollias .T. Drolet in the American Review of 
Tuberculosis, 1926, XIV, 620. 

Some of the more significant flndinus have been arranged in 
tabular form and others have been presented in charts. All yearly 
figures for Porto Rico refer to the twelve-month period beginning 
-Iuly 1 1I11tl ending -Iune :10. The population estimates arc based 

lOne of ;1 Reril~:-1 of stuClif'R made under the direr.tion of Dr . Haven Emorson in a 
R cour-se on ~ "Pubfic IJe31th Problems" giycn ut the School or Tropical Medicine in 
Marth . 1!l2R. 

• Detailed unpublished report. lent to the School of Trop ical Medicine hy the GOY­
ernor 01 the Virg in I alands lor t h is an d other stud ie s . 
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CHART I
 

Mortality from Tuberculosis in Porto Rico 1910-27
 

Note: The ' 'rate " used in t h is chart signifies the number of deaths per 
100,000 of population. 
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CHART II
 

Mortality From Tuberculosis (1924)
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RATE = ,No. of deaths from tuberculosis per 100 ,000 of population. 

on the Tu ited Slates Cens us 1'01' 1920, the avera ge annual increase 
Lor th e preeeding 10-year period heing added each year, that is, the 
usual aritlnnctieal method has heen employed. . 

nCI-t.H in faets stand ouI prom inently among the findings. In the 
first place it is ~ C/'II that amon g th e causex of death for Porto Rico 
tub erculosis hold s second place, being exceeded only h)' th e dis ease 
complex known us " dilll'l'hea and enter iti s". Since the latter ob­
viousl v compr-ises a group of in test inal in fections and nutritional 
disorders W e arc justified in saying th at tuberculosis causes morc 
death» ill Porto Rico lh an any other sinq l« d isease. This is espe cially 
true for t ill' adult population since " diur rhea and en terit is" take 
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CHART ill
 
Death Rate From Tuberculosls 1n Porto Rico by Age Groups 1923-27
 

::d 

Note : The " r at e " used in this chart signifies the number of deaths in 

each age group out of every 1,000 deaths from tuberculosis. 
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their vict ims ear ly while Iuberculosi s draws it s toll la rgely from 
men and women in th e p r im!' of li fe. For exam ple, the largest 
number of deaths occurred in th e age group, ~O-:lO , th e second largest 
in the 30-40 period , and th e sma llest in th e group under Vi. (See 
'l'able I and Chart TIT.) These figures eloqu ently emphasi ze the 
fact that tuberculosis is a double enemv of a count ry, in th at , it not 
only takes life but takes it at the most productive period. 

TAllLE I 

DEATH RATE FROM TUBERCULOSIS (ALL FORMS) BY AGE GROUPS 

Rate = No. per thousand of to tal deatll 8 due to tuberculosis 

Un(] rT l.~ vear s 21}- 2.~ 2 5-:~O :m-40 

I~ --------- 41}-roO IO" cr 50 

1923-24 ..... , '. ' ... , . 50 .7 1O:l.~ 20!. 2 161.3 21:\. 1 H2 ,6 11\l .1l 

1924-21;' . .. . . . .. , . . . . 114 .0 IH.H Hl2 ,:l 1';2.7 nt,1 rsu.r 120 .\l 

1925 ·26 . . . .. . . . . . . . . . 65. 1 108 .6 .. ..­ 177 ,6 1,:;8.8 :?27 . r. . 1:14,4 I 124 ,7 

1926-27 , . .. , . . . .. , . . . 

Ayern20 .. . . . ... . .. . . 
72 .7 

H.'i.7 

Il l. 3 
t " 1ll!l .4 

180, I 

I11H. r. 

152.1 

151l 7 

224 . 8 

I2 11l.U 

134 , 9 

nro. li 

126,4 

122 .7 

T AB LE IT 

DEATH RATE FROM TUBERCULOSIS (ALL FORMS) BY S~X. RACE� 
AND RESIDENCE (URBAN OR RURAL)� 

Ra to = X u, Pl'T II1I1Hh " .l thousa ud 'living 

I :\·[,,1... TII."I 
polulutinn 

1923-24 ,. . .. . ... 185 . 0 205 .5­

1924-2.5 , . . , , . . , . . , . . , .. , 1110 ,1 21ii ,4 Hl~ . \) 297 .11 45tL fi 1:12. 2 I ~ '.! 0. 9
I 

1925 ·26 , , . . . , . . . . . . . . , . . 2l .~ ,4 :? f~"l , 4 213,11 32M,:? .'\1 !l .~ I :U'.:I I 
1926-27 . . . . . . . , . . . . . , . . . . 243, 2 190 .2 ~·H· .!) :J 14. 7 5:!3 .6 268 . 1� 16fl . !J I' 

AVOfBKe ......... .. ...... 2011.11 :!;) ~ i . 2 '.!1ll. 1J :~nn_ 7 .1 ; !~ .0 I1U ,: 1 :Z:1I .9 

The tuberculosis mortality rate shows a steady inerense during 
the past fou r years, and the increase affects all dasses IIl1d ages, as 
i~ seen ill Tables T ami TT 111111 Ch ~II ' t. r. 'I'll!' rate is twenty-two per 
cent higher for women than for men . It is also nearly fifty per cent 
higher among' the colored ra ce than ill IhI' white! t lu- rat es being 
resp ectively 30!l.7 awl 2] O.!). The 1lI'11ll1l population is more severely 
Bffeeted than the rural in the rat io of about a.ij to 1. T.lw death 
rate for the 1I1'1mll population is excocd iuglv high . averaging for 
1924-27, 479.6 per 100,000. (Bel' Cha rt IY. ) TIll'Sf' figures show 

1 The ~a {' e ce nsus ext imates tor 102·{-2 7 are 1, 0 81.745 w hite a nd 32n1~na enlor ed , 
The latter inc lu de s only n e jrr ee s a nd. mu lu t toes. "1'}1t~ f nrmer- n nclon htedl}' tne ludea a eer­
tain proportion of Ind fvtd un ls wit h trar-cs of nex rn or Indian bl ood . 

http:1,081.745
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that in Porto Rico tuher cul nsis is primarily a pro blem of t he towns, 
and esp eeially of the larger centers of population where th ere is much 
over-crowding among th e poor , and where e VI'Jl those in better cir­
cumsta nces often sleep in small poorly vent ilated quarters. 

, A compa rison of th e tuberculosis death ra tes of Porto Rico with 

CHART IV� 

Mortality From Tuberculosis 1923 and 1924� 
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RATE =- No. of deaths from tuberculosis per 100,000 of population. 

tho se for t he United Statl's Registration area 81111 severa l st al l'S of 
th e [ Ilion . reveals sign iflcant diff eren ces. Th c death rate fo r Porto 
Rico is II Ot ouly 1:30 1)('1' cent higher t han t hat 1'01' Un ited States 
Hegi st l'lI t ioll area, according to t.1I1' figures for 1!J24, hut. is eonsider­
ably above that of any eleven representative States, including Cali­
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CHART V� 

Mortality From Tuberculosis 1923 and 192ol.� 

RATE = No . of deaths from tuberculosis per 100,000 of population. 
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.rornia, Colorado, Maryland, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Connee­
"lieut and New York. (See Chart V.) In all these states and in 
the United States Registration area there has been a steady decrease 
in rate since records have been available, while in Porto Rico the 
mortality from the infection is apparently increasing. 

Chart II shows Porto Rico's standing with respect to tuberculosis 
as compared with various countries including Prance. Italy, Germany, 
l':ngland, Czecho-Slovakia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, Hawaii, and 
the Virgin Islands. It is noted that in 1927 Porto Rieo 'stood at the 
head of the Iist. 

Comparison of the death rates among the white and colored 
populations of Porto Rico with those of foul' states of the Union 
having a large negro element (Korth Carolina. South Carolina, 
Virginia and Tennessee) brings ont the fact that the rate here for 
the white population is considerably above that of any of the four 
states while the rate for the colored is higher than in three of the 
states, Tennessee being the only one of the four in which the death 
rate among the colored is higher than in Porto Rico, 296.9 aK com­
pared with 283, in 192a-24. (See Chart VI.) 

If we compare the death rates from tuberculosis (all forms) for 
the urban 1l11<1 rural populations of Porto Rico, with the rates "for 
the United States Registration area, the rate for Porto Rico is seen 
to be higher' in both instances, but the contrast is greater in .the 
-caso of the urban population where the rate is five times that for 
the United States Registration area, the figures for ] 924 being 91.2 
and 456.6. The rural rates were 87.8 for the United States and 
"132.2 for Porto Rico. ' 

As pointed out above, the tuberculosis death rate in Porto Rieo 
IX considerably higher among females than among males. (See 
Tahle 2.) 'I'he average annual rate, 1923-27, for men was 209.9, 
and for women. 256.2. (The numbers of males and females in the 
island's population are practically t.he same, the difference being 
around one per cent in favor of females. The average annual esti­
mates for 1923-27 were 700,049 males and 708,500 females.) No 
study has been made of the reason for the higher tuberculosis mor­
talitv here ill women but it may be suggested that the cause is to 
be found in the economic situation plus the burden of child hearing. 
Thero is frequently noted among the poor the tendency for the wife 
to give the working husband or son the larger share of the family's 
.seanty food supply, that the income may he assured, while the island's 
very high birth rate lUlOWS the extra burden placed on the weaker 
sex. 
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OHART VI� 

MortalitJ' From TubereulOIiUl 1928 and 1924� 

RATE = No. of doaths from tnberculoliis per 100,000 of population. 



- -

...� 

12 PORTO RICO REVIEW OF PUBLIC IIEALTII AKD TROPICAl, 1\IEnJCINF. 

OHART VII� 

Mortality From Each Form of Tuberculosis in Porto Rico 1923-27� 
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Note: The "rate" used. in this chart signifies the number of deaths of 
each form of tuberculosis per 1000 deaths of the disease. 
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In regard to th e type of tuberculosis seen in Porto Ri co, we find, 
as was to have been expected, that the pulmonary form, chiefly the 
familiar chronic type, has an easy first place, with tuberculosis of 
the peritoneum and in test ines a poo r second . (See Chart VI I.) The 
significan ce of thi s fact is di scussed in the second paper of this 
&eril:'s by Dr. Al ice Burke, who reports findings in 142 autopsies 
done here in th e past two years. 

8U ~1 11L\n Y 

Th e figures presented reveal 1he fact that tuber culos is in Po rto 
Rieo is a public health problem of shocking magnitude, the mortality 
from th e disea se being higher here than in any country of the civilized 
world for which accurate figures are available. The rate for the 
Island is approximately three times that of New York where the 
disease is treat ed as a "CI'y serious public-health problem. Further­
more, the stat ist ics for the four-year period, 1 fl2:J-27, indicate that 
condit ions are growing WOl'1;O rather than better. It is possible, 
however, that the recent r ecorded increase in tuberculosis deaths may 
be du e in large part to bette!" diagnosis and more careful reporting. 
Rut there is little comfort in this interpretation. for even if it is 
assumed that the rate is st at ionary, we must r ecognize the fact that 
th e incidence is alarmingly high. 

The problem concer ns the cit ies prima ril y, th e rate for the urban 
populati on bein g three and a half times II!'! high as for th e rural, 
though the cont rast may not be, actually as great as the figures indio 
eate, on account of the less accurate death reports from the rural 
districts. Th e fact that the ra te for th ~ ioums of Porto Rico is 
proct icolb) five times that of Neu: York City. is a fair index of the 
gravity of the situat ion. 


