
 
CURRENT SITUATION 
Florida’s infant mortality rate of 7.2 per thousand is above the national average.  The United States has one 
of the highest infant mortality rates in the western world.  Due to under-investment, Florida is not making headway 
to reduce the rates of low birthweight babies and infant mortality.   In 2006, Florida had over 1,700 infant deaths 
and more than 20,700 low birthweight babies, numbers virtually unchanged from 2005.  Healthcare costs for 
premature and low birthweight babies are exponentially higher than the costs of care for healthy newborns.  
 
Low birthweights raise the risk of infant deaths.  While the majority of these infants do survive, they are at 
increased risk of impaired development and long-term disability.  Women’s health status prior to pregnancy 
impacts rates of fetal and infant deaths.  This indicator has the greatest racial health disparities in Florida.     

Healthy Start is a Florida program dedicated to combating infant mortality and low-birthweight babies.  

Through Healthy Start, Florida expanded Medicaid coverage for pregnant women, established a network of 

community-based coalitions, and developed care coordination and risk reduction services.  Healthy Start 

immediately improved outcomes for mothers and infants when unveiled in 1990.  Florida gained national 

recognition as a result.  But years of stagnant funding saw the gains slip.   
 
Healthy Start is central to private sector and nonprofit efforts.  Healthy Start Coalitions act as public-private 

partnerships.  These not-for-profit organizations develop plans for service delivery, monitor the system of care 

and allocate maternal and child healthcare dollars in their communities.  They are supported by a diverse group of 

providers, community leaders, grassroots advocates, parents, concerned citizens, and other stakeholders.   
 

CAUSES & CHALLENGES 

Lack of life-long access to health care for girls and women is a leading cause of infant mortality. Infant 

mortality is directly related to low birthweight babies.  The behaviors and characteristics that lower the likelihood 
of having a healthy baby include smoking, drug abuse, poverty, family violence, and a poor environment.  

Generally, the older a woman is during pregnancy, especially a first pregnancy, the higher the risk.  Risk for low 

birthweight and infant mortality increases notably in women age 35 and over.  

 
Called the “ canary in the coal mine”  of societal health, infant mortality is a seminal indicator of the health 
of a community.  The challenge of infant mortality is the challenge of comprehensive health and wellness.    

Lifetime access to health care for females is as important as prenatal care in the long-term battle against infant 

mortality.  State programs like KidCare, Children’s Medical Services, and Healthy Start play vital roles.   

Comprehensive health insurance for all girls and women would have a tremendous impact.  Over    

900,000 women of childbearing age in Florida are without health insurance, leaving Florida at a national rank of 

47 out of 51 (all states and D.C.).  Non-citizens may be ineligible for Medicaid coverage, but their infants will be 
U.S. citizens.  Many of the uninsured do not receive regular care, contributing to poor birth outcomes.   

 



VOTER VOICE 

Citizens support programs that help Florida women birth healthy babies.  In a 2005 poll of Florida voters 

conducted by the Children’s Campaign, 90% strongly agreed or agreed that “every parent should have access to 
pre-natal and healthy infant care for their children”.    
 

BUDGET IMPACT 

Only half of the expected need can be met by Healthy Start at current funding levels.  Just keeping the 

status quo marked success in the 2008 Florida Legislature. Rescue efforts by advocates and insightful legislators 

saved Healthy Start and Children’s Medical Services from threatened cuts.  But funding for Healthy Start and 

other maternal wellness programs remain inadequate and are further threatened by expected executive orders to 

reduce program spending across the board.    
 

ACTION NEEDED 

 Increase funding to birth healthy babies.  Healthy Start and other Florida 

programs have a strong record, but only reach half the pregnant women in 

need.    

 Index Healthy Start and other wellness programs for inflation.  Provide cost 

of living increases in order to maintain services and delivery quality. 

 Encourage and support comprehensive wellness efforts.  The health of the 

mother, even before she is pregnant, directly impacts the health of her infants. 

 Expand efforts to enlist more children in KidCare.  Infant mortality is the 

problem of community wellness.  Establishing the importance of health care in 

the minds of girls and providing access for children is vital.   

 Ensure access to healthcare.  Healthy Start and Medicaid expansions have 

contributed to improvements in the care for women during pregnancy, but 

significant gaps remain as many women cannot obtain care prior to and after 

delivery.   

DEFINITIONS 

Infant Mortality:  Deaths of children in their first year of life.  This does not include still-born children or 

miscarriages. The Infant Mortality Rate is usually presented as deaths-per-thousand of the population of all live-

born infants.  Florida’s infant mortality rate is 7.2 per thousand live births.   

Low-Birthweight: Babies with birthweights of less than 5 ½ pounds.    

 

 

 

 

 

 
More than 12 in 1000 of 

Florida’s African-American 
babies will not celebrate a 

first birthday  


