China CDC Weekly

Foreword

Prevention and Control of Birth Defects in China:
Achievements and Challenges

Birth defects, including congenital structural or functional abnormalities, remained a primary cause of child
mortality and morbidity and represented a significant clinical and public health challenge. Annually, 3%—6% of
infants, nearly 8 million newborns, were born worldwide with a serious birth defect, among those more than 90%
are in low and middle-income countries (/).

In China, birth defects affected an estimated 5.6%, approximately 900,000, newborns each year and were the
leading cause of infant mortality and a major cause of morbidity (2). To raise awareness of birth defects, to develop
and implement primary prevention programs, and to expand referral and care services, the Chinese government
declared the September 12 as the “National Birth Defects Prevention Day” at the Second International Conference
on Birth Defects and Disabilities in the Developing World which held in Beijing in 2005.

China has continuously improved the laws and regulations and has carried out a series of major projects related to
the prevention and control of birth defects. As a result, the preventive measures to prevent birth defects have been
continuously strengthened. Nearly 102 million childbearing women took folic acid free of charge from 2009 to
2018, 83.49 million planned pregnancy couples received free pre-pregnancy health examinations in 2010-2018.
The screening rate for neonatal genetic or metabolic diseases reached 97.5% in 2017. As of 2018, about 1.65
million couples in 10 southern provincial-level administrative divisions (PLADs) had received free thalassemia
screening. The treatment of 72 types of major birth defects such as congenital heart disease has been incorporated
into critical illness insurance program. Through unremitting efforts, the prevention and treatment of birth defects
has achieved remarkable achievements.

The child mortality rate caused by birth defects has also decreased significantly. For example, the birth defects
induced mortality rate of children under 5 years of age reduced from 3.5 %o in 2007 to 1.6 %o in 2017. The
incidence of some major birth defects is decreasing year by year. For example, the incidence of perinatal neural tube
defects decreased from 27.4 per 10,000 in 1987 to 1.5 per 10,000 in 2017, a decrease of 94.5%. The incidence of
fetal edema syndrome (severe o thalassemia) in Guangdong and Guangxi dropped from 21.7 and 44.6 per 10,000
in 2006 to 1.93 and 3.15 per 10,000 in 2017, respectively, a decrease of 91% and 93%, respectively (3).

With close attention and strong support from the Chinese government, opportunities to prevent birth defects are
abundant in China, but there are also many challenges in the process. The incidence of some major birth defects did
not show a significant decrease, such as in congenital heart defects and oral facial clefts (4). In some northern
regions, the incidence of neural tube defects remained higher than levels worldwide (5). Although the rate of folic
acid use increased dramatically, the percentage of correct use was still low (6). Macrosomia accounted for a high
proportion of adverse birth outcomes due to maternal overnutrition and insufficient exercise before and during
pregnancy (7). Meanwhile, the impacts of socioeconomic and environmental changes on child health needed more
attention, including pollution following modern industrialization and the increasing number of women of advanced
maternal age following the three-child policy. Therefore, government officials, healthcare workers, researchers, and
public health practitioners in this field should put more effort into prevention, and comprehensive and integrated
efforts need to be taken to accelerate and improve postnatal care, surgical correction, rehabilitation, and social
support.
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