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Babies born to Indigenous mothers were more likely to 
have a low birthweight and/or a shorter gestation period 
(Figure 6.3):

approximately 1 in 9 Indigenous babies (11.6%) had a •	
birthweight under 2500g in 2006, compared with the 
Queensland rate of 1 in 14 babies (7.3%), and

around 1 in 8 Indigenous babies (12.7%) were born •	
before 37 weeks gestation, compared with the 
Queensland rate of 1 in 11 babies (9.0%).

Queensland Health analyses of perinatal data indicate 
that the higher rate of Indigenous perinatal mortality 
(see Chapter 7) is mainly the result of the higher 
proportion of babies born pre-term and underweight. 
Initiatives to reduce the number of pre-term Indigenous 
births would have a significant impact on mortality rates 
(Queensland Health – Health Information Centre, 2004).

Although the Queensland rate of low birthweight babies 
was marginally higher than the national rate in 2004 
(6.7% and 6.4% respectively), the rate of low birthweight 
for Queensland’s Indigenous babies was below the 
national average for Indigenous babies (11.5% and 
13.2% respectively) (Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare, 2006a).

Figure 6.3Figure 6.3 
Birthweight and gestation by Indigenous statusa, Queensland, 2005
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Source: Queensland Health, Perinatal Statistics
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Foetal alcohol syndrome
The prevalence of babies born with foetal alcohol 
syndrome or foetal alcohol effects (abnormalities  
caused by excessive consumption of alcohol by  
women during pregnancy) is considered to be low in  
the Queensland community, but there is concern about 
the higher prevalence in the Indigenous population.  
In fact, a recent study showed that nearly two-thirds  
of children with foetal alcohol syndrome in Australia 
were Indigenous (Elliott et al., 2007).

However, information on prevalence is limited – many 
features of the condition/s may not be apparent for 
several years and the disorder is not well recognised 
by practitioners because of the complexity of diagnosis 
(Elgen, Bruaroy & Laegreid, 2007). More discussion 
of this topic can be found in Fetal Alcohol Syndrome: 
A literature review (O’Leary, 2002) and Report on the 
National Fetal Alcohol Syndrome Workshop (Australian 
National Council on Drugs & National Expert Advisory 
Committee on Alcohol, 2003).

In early 2008, in response to requests from Food 
Standards Australia New Zealand, the Commissioner 
for Children and Young People and Child Guardian 
submitted a document strongly supporting the 
mandatory labelling of alcoholic beverages to warn 
women of the risks to their developing children of 
consuming alcohol when planning to become  
pregnant, during pregnancy or when breastfeeding 
(Commission for Children and Young People and  
Child Guardian, 2008a).




