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Falling diarrhoea mortality in Northeastern Brazil:

did ORT play a role?

CESAR G VICTORA, MARIA TERESA A OLINTO, FERNANDO C BARROS

AND LETICIA C NOBRE

Department of Social Medicine, Universidade Federal de Pelotas, Brazil

The impact of oral rehydration therapy (ORT) on the recent decline in diarrhoea mortality in the
northeast of Brazil was studied. Proportionate infant mortality fell from 32% in 1980 to 17% in 1989
and infant deaths attributed to diarrhoea dropped from 41% to 25%, resulting in an overall reduction
of 57%. Similar decreases were observed for children aged 1-4 years. Diarrhoea admissions also fell
from 57% of infant hospitalizations in 1980 to 30% in 1990. None of the other major causes of death
or admissions showed such decline. ORT was introduced in the early 1980s, being used in 35% of
all episodes in 1991 and in 62% of those regarded as severe by the mother. Other changes included
a worsening of socioeconomic conditions and increases in water supply, vaccine coverage, breastfeeding
duration and nutritional status. A simulation model estimated that changes in factors other than ORT
would lead to a 21% reduction in infant diarrhoea mortality, or about one-third of the actual decline.
Finally, an ecological analysis showed that ORT use rates were inversely correlated to infant diar-
rhoea mortality (r= —0.61; p = 0.04). Despite the shortcomings of the available data, these findings

suggest an important impact of ORT on diarrhoea mortality.

Introduction

The twenty-fifth anniversary of the discovery of
oral rehydration therapy (ORT) - the cornerstone of
diarrhoea control efforts! - was commemorated in
1994.? This breakthrough has been described as
‘potentially the most important medical advance this
century’.? Nevertheless, there is limited evidence
that ORT has been able to reduce diarrhoea mortal-
ity on a large scale. In Egypt, there was an accelera-
tion in the rate of fall in diarrhoea mortality after a
national ORT campaign started in 1983.¢ In rural
Bangladesh, however, a massive ORT campaign
failed to reduce overall diarrhoea mortality.*
Although declining trends in diarrhoea deaths were
recorded in several countries in the 1980s,'S no
studies have systematically attempted to exclude alter-
native explanations for the observed reductions.

An opportunity to investigate the association between
trends in diarrhoea mortality and ORT use is available
in the Northeast of Brazil (Figure 1). This region has
a population of about 43 million with 9 states rang-
ing from 1.5 to 11.9 million inhabitants.” It is the
country’s poorest area, with an infant mortality rate

currently estimated at 80 per thousand, compared to
less than 50 for the rest of Brazil.® Until recently,
diarrhoea accounted for about one-third of these
deaths.’
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Figure 1. States of the Northeast Region, Brazil






