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Doctor 'Disgusted' by Infant Mortality

By Nic Corbet, Democrat Staff Writer
Black babies have been dying at twice the rate of white babies since the Civil War, a speaker said Saturday at a forum on infant death. 
And some social scientists say the racial disparity has worsened since the period of slavery, said Dr. Jack Turman, an associate professor from the University of Southern California. "I am disgusted this has lasted for 150 years," Turman said. 
In Leon County, black babies died at nearly four times the rate of white babies in 2006, according to statistics from the Florida Department of Health. 
Turman was one of several speakers at a forum sponsored by the Florida A&M University Black Infant Health Alliance, which was formed in December to decrease infant deaths in Leon County. The event was at the FAMU College of Pharmacy and Pharmaceutical Sciences. 
"We wanted to give a snapshot of some of the things we're doing in the Tallahassee-Leon area," said Dr. Joseph Webster, co-chair of the alliance. 
Turman, a neuroscientist, said black women have much higher levels of stress than women of other ethnic groups. That high stress level has a negative effect on their babies once they become pregnant. 
Webster said that stress is caused by the racism black women continue to encounter in their lives. 
"We have to step up to the plate and start taking responsibility for this," Turman said. 
Paradoxically, the racial disparity in infant-mortality rates is worse among women of higher socio-economic status, he said. 
Pre-term delivery, which increased 30 percent from 1980 to 2004, is the leading cause of infant death, Turman said. About 100,000 preemies born annually will suffer long-term problems, he said. This costs the U.S. health-care system at least $26 billion a year. 
However, Turman said the issue of infant death has been given a low priority nationally. 
Webster said the issue was first raised locally in 2004 in an editorial written by Dr. Ed Holifield, which stated that the infant-death rate in Tallahassee was 53 percent higher in the black community than the white community. 
Turman founded the Center for Premature Infant Health and Development at USC. He gave detailed, practical advice to FAMU faculty and students in the audience about how to launch a similar center at their university. 
A member of the audience, FAMU graduate student Cynthia Ulysse, 23, said she was impressed with how passionate the speakers were about the issue. 
"This problem doesn't get enough recognition, and it's really a big problem," she said. 

