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GENERAL CONTEXT AND HEALTH
DETERMINANTS

Argentina is governed as a federal republic with a presidential
system, and is ruled by its 1853 Constitution; the Constitution
was last amended in 1994. The Executive, Legislative, and Judicial
branches function independently; administrations serve for four
years. The country is divided into five regions: Northwest, North-
east, Cuyo, Central or Pampan, and South, which encompass 24
jurisdictions (23 provinces and the autonomous city of Buenos
Aires, seat of the National Government). Each province has its
own constitution and elects its governing officials.

Social, Political, and Economic Determinants
In the second half of the 1990s, changes in the country’s pro-

ductive structure and successive external crises caused an in-
crease in unemployment and poverty and led to a greater income
distribution inequality that had never been seen in Argentina. In
1998, as a result of a drop in the gross domestic product (GDP),
poverty and inequality worsened; the ensuing financial crisis led
to the annulment of the currency board agreement and the de-
valuation of the Argentine peso early in 2002. Annual per capita
income dropped from US$ 7,470 in 2000 to US$ 3,670 in 2003,
falling further to US$ 3,580 in 2004 (1). These economic difficul-
ties notwithstanding, the country was able to preserve its high
human development index (HDI) rating (0.849), which has con-
tinued to gradually increase since 1975, when it was 0.784 (2).

Data on poverty and indigence in the population come from
measures gathered by the National Institute of Statistics and
Census (INDEC, by its Spanish acronym). The number of house-
holds and individuals below the poverty line come from the
Household Survey (EPH, by its Spanish acronym), which was
first conducted in 1972 and, since 2003, has been conducted
quarterly by INDEC. Since 2006, EPH has been conducted in 31
urban clusters (28 up until 2005), which include the 23 provin-
cial capitals that are representative of six of the country’s areas:
Metropolitan, Pampan, Northwest, Northeast, Cuyo, and Patag-
onian. Household income is used to determine whether mem-
bers are able to satisfy essential food and other needs, relying on
a “basic basket” of essential food, goods, and services (clothing,

transport, education, health, etc.) as a benchmark. To calculate
the percentage of poor households, the number whose income
cannot cover the cost of the basic basket (including food, goods,
and services) is divided by the total number of households; to
calculate the percentage of indigent households the number
whose income cannot cover the cost of the basket (including
food, but excluding goods and services) is divided by the total
number of households. The population living below the extreme
poverty line (indigence) increased moderately during the second
half of the 1990s: from 7.9% in 1995 to 9.6% in 2000. After the
unprecedented 2001 economic crisis, which affected the living
conditions of vast population sectors, the figure catapulted to
more than 25% in 2002, according to estimates by the Regional
Office of the World Bank in Argentina, which defines “extreme
poverty” as income under US$ 1 per person per day, a level never
seen in Argentina. This spike in the percentage of indigence was
due to a rise in the ranks of unemployed persons and families
without any earnings (which skyrocketed from 6.1% to 21.5%
between 1990 and 2002) and to the decreased purchasing power
of the very poorly remunerated employed.

Within the context of an extraordinary trade surplus, the
restoration of order to the fiscal accounts, the normalization of
the financial system, and foreign exchange intervention, the
economy’s extreme volatility was brought under control begin-
ning in 2003. Signs of economic improvement include several
consecutive quarters showing growth, a revaluation of the Argen-
tine peso (ARS) (ARS 2.9 = US$ 1 in August 2005), a reduction of
unemployment levels from 15.4% in the second half of 2003 to
12.5% in the first half of 2005 (EPH data), and a 14% decrease in
poverty between the second half of 2003 and the second half of
2005. During this period, poverty declined for men and women
and in all age groups, decreasing more in the population living
below the indigence line in comparison with the non-indigent
population living below the poverty line (Table 1). Changes in un-
employment and poverty also are indications of economic im-
provement that is in the consolidation phase, considering the
country’s yearly growth rate of approximately 9%.

Poverty and indigence are distributed highly unequally in the
country, with disparities among and within provinces that reveal
a very uneven level of protection of the social and economic
rights of Argentineans. In Northwest and Northeast regions,
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urban clusters have poverty rates that are much higher than the
national average for both households and individuals (Figure 1).

The income-distribution inequality is a factor that plays an
important role in the social deterioration, and works relatively in-
dependently of trends in poverty and indigence. In the first quar-
ter of 2006, INDEC began publishing data on per capita family in-
come (that is, the average income per person in the household).
Results show that 20% of the population can spend between ARS
0 and ARS 140 pesos (US$ 45) per month. The poorest 10% of the
population would have an average income of ARS 50 (US$ 16),
and the wealthiest 10% would have an average income of ARS
1,823 (US$ 590), for an income gap of 36 between the poorest
and the wealthiest segments of the population (this measure is
arrived at by dividing the income of the wealthiest 10% of the
population by that of the poorest 10%). Table 2 shows the
changes in the income gap in 2003–2005.

Research conducted between 1992 and 2005 by the Center for
Distribution, Labor, and Social Studies (CEDLAS, by its Spanish
acronym) at the National University of La Plata showed that the
Gini coefficient of per capita family income increased from 0.45
to 0.50, according to data for the first half of 2005. The poorest
quintile’s share of national income, on the other hand, decreased
in the same period, from 4.8% to 3.1%; that of the wealthiest
quintile increased from 50.6% to 54.7% (3). In considering these
two measurements in the context of improvements in the per-
centages for poverty and indigence, it becomes clear that inequal-
ity is one of the most important social questions to be resolved.

In 2003, the Government gave human rights policy a central
position within the work agenda. Thus, it began to tackle the re-
peal of impunity laws, created the Investigation Unit of the Na-
tional Commission for the Right to Identity, launched “Memory
Space” in what had been the headquarters of the Navy’s Mechan-
ics School (ESMA, by its Spanish acronym), and reactivated the
investigation regarding the fate of the thousands of disappeared
victims of State terrorism. The country still faces situations that
affect the human rights of specific population groups, however,
such as children and youth who break criminal laws and institu-
tionalized psychiatric patients; there also are still cases of child
exploitation and reports of torture and other mistreatment of
persons detained in police stations or prisons.

The country also has advanced in terms of gender equality.
Noteworthy at the institutional level is the incorporation of all
human rights treaties dealing with gender equality into the Na-
tional Constitution, including the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). In
2006, the National Congress ratified the Optional Protocol,
whereby Argentinean women now can bring complaints regard-
ing the infringement of their rights to an international and im-
partial tribunal of experts. The National Congress also enacted
legislation dealing with surgical contraception (Law No. 26,130)
and with comprehensive sexual education (Law No. 26,150). The
National Law on Quotas No. 24,012/91 made it possible to in-
crease the number of women in elective positions in the Legisla-
tive Branch, from 1.4% in the National Senate in 1998, to 34.7%

HEALTH IN THE AMERICAS, 2007. VOLUME II–COUNTRIES

28

TABLE 1. Population of 28 urban clusters, by poverty status, sex, and age group, Argentina, second half of 2003 and 2005.
Age group

65 years old 
Sex and Total 0–13 years old 14–22 years old 23–64 years old and older
poverty status 2003 2005 2003 2005 2003 2005 2003 2005 2003 2005

Total (thousands) 23,163 23,410 5,870 5,553 3,585 3,669 11,054 11,735 2,654 2,453
% % % % % % % % % %

Not poor 52.2 66.2 36.6 50.5 42.2 58.1 58.3 72.3 74.4 84.4
Poor 47.8 33.8 63.4 49.5 57.8 41.9 41.7 27.7 25.6 15.6

Not indigent 27.3 21.7 33.4 29.0 31.9 26.8 25.0 18.6 17.4 12.1
Indigent 20.5 12.2 30.1 20.5 25.9 15.1 16.7 9.1 8.2 3.6

Women (thousands) 12,213 12,314 2,892 2,752 1,768 1,845 5,942 6,225 1,611 1,492
% % % % % % % % % %

Not poor 53.5 66.8 37.0 49.8 44.3 59.8 58.4 72.0 75.2 85.5
Pooor 46.5 33.2 63.0 50.2 55.7 40.2 41.6 28.0 24.8 14.5

Not indigent 26.5 21.1 33.0 28.8 31.0 25.8 24.7 18.6 16.6 11.2
Indigent 19.9 12.1 29.9 21.4 24.7 14.4 16.9 9.4 8.1 3.3

Men (thousands) 10,950 11,096 2,978 2,801 1,817 1,824 5,113 5,510 1,043 961
% % % % % % % % % %

Not poor 50.6 65.4 36.1 51.3 40.2 56.4 58.2 72.6 73.1 82.6
Poor 49.4 34.6 63.9 48.7 59.8 43.6 41.8 27.4 26.9 17.4

Not indigent 28.2 22.3 33.7 29.1 32.6 27.7 25.3 18.6 18.6 13.4
Indigent 21.2 12.3 30.2 19.6 27.2 15.9 16.5 8.8 8.4 4.0

Source: INDEC, Permanent Household Survey.



in 2001, and to 41.7% in 2003. Most provinces also have approved
local laws that echo substantive aspects of the national law. Thus,
female participation in provincial legislatures increased from
22.2% in 2000 to 26.6% in 2004.

In October 2003 the Government reiterated its commitment to
achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). After a
slow start marked by the restructuring of the unit responsible for
coordinating MDGs, in 2005 the Government completed an eval-
uation on the process and redefined certain goals. Meanwhile, the
various objectives were prioritized at the sector level. Thus, MDG
5 (improve maternal health), 6 (combat HIV/AIDS and other dis-
eases), 7 (ensure environmental sustainability), and 8 (develop a
global partnership for development) are clearly spelled out in the
Ministry of Health’s agenda and in the 2004–2007 Federal Health
Plan. Moreover, interest in the MDGs emerged at the sub-national
level, and provinces such as Tucumán, Mendoza, La Rioja, and

San Juan set or are in the process of setting their own objectives
for achieving the MDGs (see Table 3).

The country is close to achieving MDG 2 (universal primary
education), as indicated by the net enrollment rate in primary
school (98.1%), the rate of those who remain in school in the fifth
year/grade (90.7%), and the literacy rate among 15–24-year-olds
(98.9%) (4). According to INDEC (1991 and 2001 censuses), the
percentage of illiterates decreased from 3.7% in 1991 to 2.6% in
2001, with equal percentages for men and women, but some
provinces continue to lag in certain indicators. In the northeast
(Chaco, Formosa, Corrientes, and Misiones) illiteracy rates are
higher than 6%.Among individuals over 64 years old nationwide,
the illiteracy rate is 6.2%, a rate that trebles in the aforemen-
tioned provinces (20.2%, 20.7%, 18.8%, and 16.3%, respectively).
There also is a gap of 2 to 3 percentage points between women
and men, with men lagging.
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FIGURE 1. Poverty and indigence incidence, total urban population covered by the Housing Survey and by statistical
region, Argentina, second semester of 2005.

Total urban population
covered by the Housing Survey

Source: INDEC, Encuesta Permanente de Hogares.
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TABLE 2. Income gaps by median and average per capita family income, 28 urban clusters (trimesters without Christmas
bonus), Argentina, 2003–2005.

2003 2004 2005

4th qtr. 2nd qtr. 4th qtr. 2nd qtr. 4th qtr.

10th decile median/1st decile median 31 29 27 27 24
10th decile average/1st decile average 47 41 38 37 32

Source: Permanent Household Survey.



In 2001, about 6% of the total population had completed a
university degree, two percentage points higher than in 1991.
Among the population over 15 years old, men have higher per-
centages at intermediate or low educational levels (incomplete
primary, complete primary, and incomplete secondary), while
the women surpass men in complete secondary and incomplete
and complete university levels. According to data from the 2001
National Population Census developed by INDEC’s Sectoral Sta-
tistics Directorate, 8.7% of the population over 15 years old com-
pleted university studies (7.0% of the men and 10.3% of the
women). According to EPH data, in the second half of 2004 the
educational levels of men and women in urban clusters were
more even, with the exception of completion of university educa-
tion, in which the 3-percentage-point difference in favor of
women remained the same. Data from INDEC’s Sectoral Statistics
Directorate based on the 2004 National Teacher Census of the
Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology show that
821,726 teachers worked in formal educational establishments in
2004, that is, 25.3% more than in 1994. The 2005 National Health

and Nutrition Survey showed that 32.2% of the 311,000 house-
holds surveyed received some type of food assistance, with per-
centages ranging from 0.1% in the province of San Luis to 50.3%
in Chaco.

Of the households included in the 2001 National Population
and Housing Census, 96.6% used water from the water supply
system; of these, 84.1% had water supplied to the home and the
remaining 12.5% had water supplied somewhere on their prop-
erty. The lack of a safe water supply is of great concern through-
out the country. Even in the Buenos Aires Metropolitan Area there
are major deficiencies (5) that go beyond marginalized, poor
areas, extending to residential areas that have no publicly sup-
plied water or have water supplied that may not be sanitary. Such
is the case with the high levels of nitrate in the publicly supplied
water, whose use by nursing mothers, children, and pregnant
women is not recommended. Various toxic substances also are
present in the aquifers used for human consumption: for exam-
ple, long-term intake of arsenic in the water may cause chronic
endemic hydroarsenicism. It has been established that 34% of the
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TABLE 3. Selected Millennium Development Goals, indicators and targets, Argentina, 2007, 2011, and 2015.

Reference Most recent
data available data Targets

Indicator Year Value Year Value 2007 2011 2015

Improve maternal health (MDG 5)
Maternal mortality rate per 100,000 live births 1990 52.0 2004 40 3.7 1.3
% of live births delivered by a doctor or midwife 1990 96.9 2004 99.0 99.0 99.0
Gini coefficient for maternal mortality rate 1990 0.346 2004 0.303 0.344 0.311

Combat HIV/AIDS, Chagas’ disease, TB, and malaria (MDG 6)
Prevalence of HIV in pregnant women 15–24 years old (%) 2000 0.64 2003 0.39 0.35 0.32
Prevalence of condom use in youths 15–24 years old (%) 2003 61.0 67.0 75.0
Mortality rate from HIV/AIDS (per 100,000 population) 1990 0.9 2003 4.2 3.8 3.5
Incidence rate of HIV/AIDS (per 100,000 population) 1990 17.0 2003 49 42.0 37.0
Morbidity rate for TB (per 100,000 population) 1990 38.1 2003 32.0 23.1
Mortality rate for TB (per 100,000 population) 1990 4.26 2003 2.4 2.1 1.21
% of TB cases detected and cured with DOTS 1989 64.6 2003 77.6 82.0 90.0
Mortality rate for malaria (per 100,000 population) 1990 0.0 2004 0.0 0.0 0.0
% of population in areas at risk for malaria that apply effective 

prevention and treatment measures 1990 100.0 2004 100.0 100.0 100.0
Annual parasite index (per 1,000 population) 1990 0.765 2004 0.057 < 0.1 < 0.1
% of endemic provinces that certified interruption of vector 

transmission of Chagas’ disease 2001 21.1 2004 26.3 42.1 100.0

Ensure a sustainable environment (MDG 7)
Surface area covered with native forest (%) 2002 11.60 11.2 11.3
Total surface area in the country protected to maintain 

biodiversity (%) 2003 6.30 7.3 8.3 > 10
Equivalent tons of petroleum to generate US$ 1,000 of GDP 2003 0.2 0.2 0.2 —
Share of renewable sources in the TPES (Total Primary Energy

Supply) (%) 2003 9.90 9.9 > 10 > 10
Population with access to publicly supplied drinking water (%) 80.8 82.4 > 84
Population with sewerage coverage (%) 47.9 51.5 > 55
Deficient housing with irregular ownership (%) 2005 6.4 5.6 4.8 3.9



inhabitants of the province of Chaco are at risk for hydroarseni-
cism, 45% in La Pampa, 34.5% in San Luis, 24% in Santiago del
Estero, and 26.5% in Santa Fe (6).

According to the Ministry of Justice, Security, and Human
Rights’ National Directorate of Criminal Policy, the crime rate (in-
cluding any crime, be it sex crimes; crimes against individuals,
property, liberty, the State, or the community; or crimes involving
narcotics or other special laws) showed a rising trend over the past
decade, although there was a decline from 2002 to 2003 (350.2 per
10,000 as compared with 369.7 per 10,000). The same source in-
dicated that the prison population has been rising steadily since
1999, reaching 9,246 in 2003. The 2005 Amnesty International re-
port calculates that there is a prison population of 62,500 in Ar-
gentina, which would mean that there is severe overcrowding.

Demographics, Mortality, and Morbidity
Argentina’s projected population for 2005 was 38,592,150. The

growth rate has been declining steadily in recent five-year peri-
ods: 1.3% in 1990–1995, 1.1% in 1995–2000, and 0.9% in 2000–
2005. In the latter two five-year periods, the net migration rate
decreased (dropping from 0.06% to 0.05%). Between 1980 and
2005 there was a gradual aging of the population: the aging index
(population over 65 years old divided by the population under 15
years old, multiplied by 100) increased from 26.6 to 37.9. Con-
versely, the Fritz index (population 0–19 years old divided by the
population 30–49 years old, multiplied by 100) declined from 161
to 143. This translated into changes in Argentina’s population
structure, whereby the mature population has increased in rela-
tion to the young population. The active population structure
(population 40–64 years old divided by the population 15–39
years old, multiplied by 100), on the other hand, was younger in
2005 than in 1980 (active population structure indices of 63.5
and 67.2, respectively).1

The average annual birth rate per 1,000 population declined
steadily from 1980–1985 (23.1) to 2000–2005 (18.0), and this
trend is expected to continue at least until 2010–2015. The gen-
eral mortality rate per 1,000 inhabitants also declined slightly be-
tween 1980–1985 (8.5) and 2000–2005 (7.9). The average num-
ber of children per woman decreased from 3.2 in 1980–1985 to
2.4 in 2000–2005, while the general fertility rate dropped from
97.0 per 1,000 women to 72.2 in the same period. It is estimated
that in 2010–2015, the number of children per woman will de-
crease to 2.2 and the general fertility rate will be approximately
66 per 1,000 women.

Life expectancy at birth has increased in the past 25 years. In
1980–1985 it was 70.2 years (66.8 for men and 73.7 for women),
while in 2000–2005 it averaged 74.3 (70.6 for men and 78.1 for
women).

In 2001–2005, the Federal Capital and the provinces of Buenos
Aires, Catamarca, Córdoba, La Pampa, La Rioja, Neuquén, Salta,
San Juan, San Luis, Santa Cruz, and Tierra de Fuego experienced
internal migration. In the same period, international migration
resulted in the net loss of 70,000 men and 30,000 women. The
2001 census enumerated 1,531,940 foreigners in Argentina
(699,555 men and 832,385 women). More than 900,000 came
from bordering countries, most (325,046) from Paraguay, fol-
lowed by Bolivia (233,464). Italians and Spaniards were the most
numerous among European immigrants, although they came to
Argentina as part of a long-standing process, and most of them
are older than 65 years old.According to INDEC data for 2005, the
indigenous peoples with the highest populations are the Mapuche
in Patagonia; the Kolla in Jujuy and Salta; the Toba in Chaco, For-
mosa, and Santa Fe; and the Wichi in Chaco, Formosa, and Salta.
These four peoples represent 53% of the 402,921 persons included
in the national survey. The rest of the population was divided
among 17 other indigenous peoples.At least one member in 2.8%
of the country’s households identified him- or herself as belong-
ing to or having descended from an indigenous group.

The general age-adjusted mortality rates are slightly higher in
the most depressed regions, especially for women. The adjusted
mortality rates due to malignant neoplasms are higher in the
provinces and regions with higher socioeconomic levels, which is
the reverse of the situation for infectious diseases. Upon analyz-
ing the standardized mortality rate for 1999–2001, statistically
significant higher rates were seen in the departments of the
Northeast for infectious diseases and external causes in both
sexes, and for cancer of the uterus in women. Malignant neo-
plasms have statistically significant higher rates in certain de-
partments of the provinces of Buenos Aires and Entre Ríos, as
does suicide in certain departments in the country’s central and
southern regions (7).

In 2004, mortality from diseases of the circulatory system was
247.2 per 100,000 inhabitants in men and 229.0 per 100,000 in
women. The sharp decline in cardiovascular diseases between
1990 and 2004 and the increase in mortality from “other causes”
are noteworthy. National experts who were consulted agree that,
while a decline in real mortality from cardiovascular diseases has
been observed, much of the difference is due to a change in med-
ical certification practices, which has led to an increase in the
certification of respiratory insufficiency, which in this report falls
under “other causes.” This practice, then, masks an important
number of ill-defined causes, a problem which the health author-
ities are addressing. (See Table 4.)

The mortality rate from malignant tumors remained stable in
both men and women, as can be seen by comparing the 2004 and
1990 rates. Death rates from external causes decreased in both
sexes in 2004 as compared to 1990, but mortality from infectious
diseases increased during the period. Mortality from conditions
originating in the perinatal period dropped by almost half
between those two years. “Other causes” did increase during the

ARGENTINA

31

1The source of the basic data for this entire section is INDEC; based on them, the
demographic indices presented here were developed.



period, as did “ill-defined causes.” The leading cause of death in
2002–2004 was cardiac insufficiency, followed by ischemic heart
disease in men and cerebrovascular disease in women. The two
causes responsible for most of the potential years of life lost
(PYLL) in both sexes were perinatal causes and congenital anom-
alies. The third leading cause in men was traffic accidents; in
women, it was cerebrovascular disease.

A report by a working group on mortality (still subject to re-
view and not yet published) analyzed the pace of change in po-
tential years of life lost (PYLL) between 0 years old and 75 years
old in 1997–2003. In men, PYLL due to ischemic heart disease
and cardiac insufficiency decreased by 4.3% and 6.2% per year,
respectively.An overall increase in mortality from septicemia, di-
abetes, acute respiratory infections, urinary tract diseases, and
especially, self-inflicted injuries (7.2% per year) and assaults
(5.7% per year) has been noted. In women, PYLL due to malig-
nant tumors of the breast and of the uterus decreased 2.5% and
3.6% per year, respectively. In both sexes, PYLL due to malnutri-
tion decreased by more than 3% per year.

The leading natural or human-caused threats to which the
country is exposed are floods (75%), storms (15.9%), urban fires
(7.4%), snowfall (5.2%), and forest or vegetation fires (3.8%), as
well as earthquakes, volcanic activity, and technological disas-
ters. The most severe floods occur in the River Plate Basin, which
includes the Paraná, Paraguay, Iguazú, and Uruguay rivers and
their leading tributaries and minor outlets, and they affect the
provinces of Misiones, Corrientes, Entre Ríos, Formosa, Chaco,
and Santa Fe, as well as the Pampa plains, where they affect the
provinces of Buenos Aires, La Pampa, the southern part of Santa
Fe, and the southern part of Córdoba.

HEALTH OF POPULATION GROUPS

Children under 5 Years Old
There are 3,349,278 children in this age group, representing

9.2% of the country’s population. Between 1990 and 2004, infant

mortality decreased 43.8%. Although deaths from avoidable
causes have declined, in 2000 they still accounted for nearly two
of every three infant deaths. In 2003, 53% of infant deaths were
due to conditions originating in the perinatal period, 22% to con-
genital malformations, 10% to conditions of the respiratory sys-
tem, 5% to infectious and parasitic diseases, and 3% to accidents.
In 2004, 57% of postneonatal mortality was avoidable with pre-
vention and appropriate treatment, and 56% of neonatal mortal-
ity was avoidable with timely diagnosis and treatment during
pregnancy and childbirth, and with diagnosis and treatment of
the newborn. In that same year, differences were observed among
provinces, with infant mortality rates ranging from 25.1 per
1,000 live births in Formosa (Northeast Region) and 21.8 in Cata-
marca (Northwest Region) to 4.1 in Tierra de Fuego and 8.7 in
the Federal Capital (8). The Northeast Region had the highest in-
fant mortality rate in 2004 (20.0 per 1,000 live births), and Patag-
onia Region had the lowest (12.2 per 1,000 live births). The un-
even distribution of infant mortality among the provinces, using
the Gini index, increased between 1990 and 2002, decreasing
again starting in 2002. A study classified infant mortality trends
at the departmental level in 1994–2003 into five categories:
markedly declining, moderately declining, indefinite, moderately
increasing, and markedly increasing (9). Even wider gaps are
seen when infant mortality is analyzed by the mother’s level of
education. In fact, during 2002–2004, the relative risk to infants
born to illiterate mothers in comparison with infants born to
mothers who had completed university training was 15.1 (infant
mortality rate of 97.6 per 1,000 live births in illiterate mothers
and 6.5 per 1,000 live births in university-educated mothers).
Based on data from the Ministry of Health’s National Directorate
of Health Statistics, it is possible to conclude that the relative risk
between these two groups in 1995–1997 was 10. The concentra-
tion coefficient in 2004, using the percentage of unmet basic
needs (UBN) as a socioeconomic variable, was –0.103.

Argentina’s infant mortality goal is the internationally
established MDG of reducing the 1990 infant mortality rate by
two-thirds by 2015; it is possible that the country will achieve it
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TABLE 4. Mortality by broad groups of causes, by age group, Argentina, 2004.

Age group

Total 0–4 5–9 10–19 20–59 60 and older

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

1. Circulatory 
system 90,993 31 171 1 37 4 179 6 11,798 22 78,660 35

2. Malignant tumors 54,956 19 126 1 126 15 298 9 13,558 25 40,742 18
3. External causes 18,094 6 803 7 320 39 1,851 57 9,757 18 5,273 2
4. Childhood diseases 13,343 5 536 4 51 6 114 4 3,241 6 9,364 4
5. Perinatal 5,538 2 5,538 45 — — — — — — — —
6. Other 89,374 30 4,367 36 262 32 685 21 12,024 22 71,834 32
7. Ill-defined 21,753 7 681 6 35 4 122 4 3,408 6 17,394 8



before the target date. The 2005 infant mortality rate of 13.3 per
1,000 live births was published in August 2006, showing progress
toward achieving the goal.

Mortality in children under 5 years old also has decreased in
the past 15 years. Between 1990 and 2004, it dropped from 29.6
deaths per 1,000 live births to 16.6 per 1,000 (or from 622.5 per
100,000 population to 365.9 per 100,000 population). In this
case, the Gini coefficient also showed an increased inequality
among jurisdictions, from 0.113 in 1990 to 0.132 in 2002, slightly
decreasing to 0.120 in 2003. The Government took on an addi-
tional goal when it signed on to the MDG to reduce inequalities
among jurisdictions in infant mortality and in mortality in chil-
dren under 5 years old by 10% between 1990 and 2015, as mea-
sured by the Gini coefficient.

In 2004, conditions arising in the perinatal period and con-
genital anomalies were responsible for 53% and 22% of deaths in
this age group, respectively; influenza and pneumonia were re-
sponsible for 4.0% and 4.2%, respectively.

Children 5–9 Years Old
According to the 2001 census, this population group totaled

3,471,217 (9.6% of the total population). In 2004 there were 831
deaths of children 5–9 years old, for a specific rate of 23.9 per
100,000 population, considerably lower than the 33.5 per 100,000
rate seen in 1990. External causes continue to rank as the leading
cause of death, representing 38.5% of all causes; 43.1% for males.
Traffic accidents were the leading cause of death in this group for
both females and males, followed by congenital malformations 
in females and malignant neoplasms of the lymphatic tissue in
males.

Adolescents 10–14 and 15–19 Years Old
The 10–14-year-old group totaled 3,427,200 in 2001, and the

15–19-year-old group totaled 3,188,304 (9.5% and 8.8% of the
total population, respectively). That year, a total of 3,249 deaths
were recorded (1,003 in the group 10–14 years old and 2,246 in
the group 15–19 years old), with specific rates of 0.29 and 0.67,
respectively, and a male/female ratio of 2.1:1. In the group 10–14
years old, external causes were responsible for 40.7% of all
deaths, and for 63.5% in the group 15–19 years old. The suicide
rate was 16.65 per 100,000 population among males 15–19 years
old. For the group as a whole (10–19 years old), the leading cause
of death in males in 2002–2004 was homicide, and in females,
traffic accidents; the second leading cause in both sexes was sui-
cide. As of December 2005 there were 1,671 cases of HIV/AIDS
recorded in the country among 13–19-year-olds, with a male/
female ratio of 1.96:1 for diagnoses of AIDS and 0.8:1 for HIV-
positive diagnoses.

In 2004, the lifetime prevalence of alcoholic beverage con-
sumption in youths 12–15 years old was 38.7%; the lifetime prev-

alence of tobacco use was 11.2%. With regard to the use of illegal
substances, the prevalence was 0.8%; marijuana was far and away
the drug of choice for youths who consume these substances
(0.6%). Prevalences in the year prior to the survey were 34.0% for
alcohol, 8.7% for tobacco, and 0.7% for illegal substances. In
terms of consumption in the month prior to the survey, percent-
ages were 15.2%, 6.4%, and 0.2%, respectively (10).

Among adolescents 14–19 years old, 61.4% reported that they
had had sexual relations at least once (68.4% among males and
54% among females). The average age at the time of first relations
is 15 years old (15.1 in females and 14.8 in males). Some 73.3%
of adolescents used a condom the first time they had sexual rela-
tions (11).

In 2004 there were five deaths among adolescents 10–14 years
old due to problems related to childbirth and 24 in the group
15–19 years old; the number of live births for mothers 10–14
years old was 2,629, and 103,809 in the group 15–19 years old. Of
live births in 2004, 14.6% had mothers under 20 years old.

Adults 20–59 Years Old
In 2001, there were 17,952,174 persons aged 25–59 years

(49.5% of the total population). Between 1990 and 2004 there was
a decline in mortality rates due to malignant neoplasms in men
and women in this age group, and an increase in mortality from
infectious diseases. The leading cause of death in men in 2002–
2004 was ischemic heart disease and in women, malignant neo-
plasm of the breast; the second leading cause for both sexes was
cerebrovascular disease. In 2005, 72.7% of women 18–59 years old
with unmet basic needs (UBN) had only public health service cov-
erage; among men in this age group, the percentage was 67.8%.
Among women without schooling, 68.5% had only public health
service coverage, as compared with 9.8% of women who had com-
pleted university studies; in men the percentages were 64.8% and
9.6%, respectively. The prevalence of tobacco use among poor
women with UBN was nearly the same as that of women whose
basic needs are met (30.4% and 29.4%, respectively), but they had
much lower rates of giving up tobacco use (7.9% and 13.9%, re-
spectively); this difference is accentuated when the proportion of
former smokers among uneducated women (4.3%) is compared
to that of university graduates (17.3%). In men, the proportion of
smokers among the poor (48.1%) is higher than among those
whose basic needs are met (37.5%). In both groups, the propor-
tions of former smokers were 15.1% and 17.6%, respectively.
Among men, the significant difference in the proportion of former
smokers by level of education (13.0% of those without formal
schooling and 23.8% of those with university degrees) remained
the same. Just 19.6% of the poorest women had ever had a mam-
mogram, as compared to 44.9% of those whose basic needs are
met. The proportion of uneducated women who had had this test
was 17.5%, as compared to 64.4% of those with university de-
grees. In terms of prevention of cervical cancer, 62% of women
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with UBN had had a Papanicolaou test as compared with 78.1% of
those whose basic needs were met. Some 57.2% of uneducated
women had had a Papanicolaou test, while 90.8% of women with
university degrees had had one.

The proportion of uneducated women who fail to protect
themselves during sexual relations was 39%, while the propor-
tion of those with university degrees was 29%. For males, behav-
ior in terms of protection during sexual relations is similar to that
of women (28.7% with UBN and 26.9% with basic needs met),
but it is markedly worse when considering the level of education
(55.4% among those without formal education and 31.5% among
those with university degrees) (12).

Maternal mortality has changed little in the past decade (see
Table 3), and the national rate was approximately 40 deaths per
100,000 live births. Nevertheless, there are differences among the
provinces, with much higher figures seen in the Northeast and
Northwest (Corrientes 104, La Rioja 136, and Jujuy 131); the fig-
ure in the Federal Capital was 20 in 2004. The Gini coefficient was
0.303 that year, which indicates a marked inequality in the distri-
bution of maternal mortality among the Argentine provinces.
The concentration coefficient in 2004, using the percentage of
UBN as a socioeconomic variable, was –0.234 (8).

Older Adults 60 Years Old and Older
The percentage of persons older than 60 years old in 2001 was

13.4% (4,871,957); the percentage of those older than 65 years
old was 9.9%, and the percentage of persons older than 80 years
old was 2.1%. Between 1990 and 2004, mortality from infectious
diseases increased and mortality from external causes decreased
for men and women in this age group. Cardiac insufficiency was
the leading cause of death in men and women; the second lead-
ing cause was ischemic heart disease in men and cerebrovascular
disease in women. Life expectancy at 65 years old in men was 14
years and in women it was 19 years, while for individuals 80 years
old it was four years in men and six in women.

In 2001, 19.6% of persons 65 years old and older lived alone,
44.6% lived in nuclear family households (just the couple or 
one or both partners with unmarried children), 34.9% lived in
extended- or blended-family households, and 0.9% lived in non-
family households, a category that may include old-age homes
and residences for the elderly not identified as such. In May 2002,
30.3% of older adults who lived in urban areas lived below the
poverty line. In 2001, 81.3% of the population over 65 had health
coverage through social security, a health insurance plan, or mu-
tual insurance. According to the National Survey of Risk Factors
for Noncommunicable Diseases, in 2005, among women over 60
years old with UBN, 52.7% did not have social security coverage,
as opposed to 11.3% of women whose needs were met; 54.4% of
the former perceived their overall health as average or poor, as
opposed to 40% of the latter (12). Of persons over 65 years old
living in urban areas, 46.6% were members of the National Insti-

tute for Social Security for Retired People and Pensioners (PAMI,
by its Spanish acronym), 12.5% were not enrolled in any plan
(neither PAMI, social security, prepaid health insurance plan, nor
mutual insurance), and the rest were covered by some other social
security plan or mutual insurance plan (a combination of PAMI
and social security or private health insurance plans). Between
2001 and 2005 there was a 6.2% increase in health coverage of one
type or the other for older adults, although in 2001 the informa-
tion came from the census and in 2005 it came from a survey. Of
this population group, 12.7% needed assistance from third par-
ties to carry out activities of daily living or instrumental activities
of daily living (or everyday activities such as the ability to make
purchases, prepare food, do housework, handle finances).2 In the
group 65–69 years old, 5.4% needed assistance from third par-
ties; this figure increased to 9.6% in the group 70–79 years old
and to 30.9% among those older than 80 years old.

Workers
Insurers of occupational risks, who provide health coverage to

workers, reported 494,847 accidents in 2004, 19.4% more than in
2003; 83.5% were accidents in the workplace; 0.16% of them
ended in death (12% more than in 2003). The highest accident
rates are in the construction industry, with an incidence index of
on-the-job accidents and occupational illnesses (II AT/EP, by its
Spanish acronym) of 165; the index reflects the number of work-
ers injured because of work or while working in a one-year pe-
riod, for every 1,000 workers covered. Manufacturing industries
rank second, with an II AT/EP of 116, and agriculture, third, with
an II AT/EP of 113. If one considers the index of incidence of
decedents (IIf), however, which reflects the number of injured
workers who die because of work or while working in a one-year
period, for every million workers covered, the activities with the
highest numbers of deaths are mining and quarrying (IIf 600.6),
with construction coming in second (IIf 317.1), and agriculture,
third (IIf 286.9). The highest index of on-the-job accidents is
found in small and midsized enterprises (13).

Because of the 2001 crisis, many formal-sector workers lost
their jobs and joined the ranks of those working in the informal
labor sector, with 446,686 workers leaving the Insurers of Occu-
pational Risk coverage system (13). Consequently, a high per-
centage of the population was left without health coverage and
had to rely on overextended public health services, and this crisis
was aggravated by the lack of medical supplies.

Urban trash recyclers became entrenched as a result of the cri-
sis. Work and sanitary conditions for this group, which operated
outside the formal employment systems, deserve special atten-
tion. There are many children and adolescents who work this way
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in the country’s cities (50% of all recyclers in the autonomous
city of Buenos Aires) (14), and they are exposed to infectious
agents and toxic substances, and run the risk of accidents, cuts,
and skin problems.

It was estimated that in 2001, 4.7% of children 5–14 years old
(6.6% of males and 2.9% of females) worked and that 3.6%
worked fairly regularly. There were considerable differences by
age and sex, however. In the group 10–14 years old, 7.8% worked,
while in the group 5–9 years old, 1.7% worked; 65% of these chil-
dren helped their parents, relatives, or neighbors, and 35%
worked outside their immediate social circle. One of the principal
consequences of child labor is that children drop out of school or
must repeat grades. Of the children who worked during the year,
7.1% did not attend school, a threefold rate than that for the
group of children who did not work (2.1%) (4).

A 2005 study on the behavior of sex workers in Argentine
cities (15) showed that the average age for starting this line of
work was 20.9 years, three years younger for men and transves-
tites. Financial need, along with the impossibility of obtaining
other work, were the main reasons for entering sex work; accord-
ing to the same study, the need to acquire money to acquire drugs
was not an important reason for entering this type of work. Of
those surveyed, 93.8% reported that they always used a condom
during vaginal sex, 90.3% during anal sex, and just 8.5% during
oral sex. Of those surveyed, 88.9% said they had had the HIV test
at some point; the percentage dropped to 78.4% among men.

Persons with Disabilities
In 2002–2003, 7.1% of the population that lived in localities of

more than 5,000 inhabitants had some type of disability; 20.6%
of the households in these localities included at least one person
with a disability. In the Cuyo (8.9%), Pampan (7.9%), and North-
west (7.6%) regions, the percentage of the population with a dis-
ability was higher than the national average. Of the population 65
years old and older, 28.3% had some type of disability. Some
73.9% of persons with disabilities had just one disability, 20.2%
had two, and 5.9% had three or more.About 32% were motor dis-
abilities, 14% were visual disabilities, 12% were auditory disabil-
ities, and 12% were mental disabilities. Some 38.4% of persons
with disabilities did not have any social security coverage and
just 14.6% had a disability certificate (16).

Ethnic Groups
Argentina’s health statistics are not broken down by ethnic

group, and that impedes having the necessary information for a
precise diagnosis of the health status of the country’s indigenous
peoples. The Ministry of Health implemented the National Health
Program for Indigenous Peoples, aimed at taking actions based
on respect for cultural diversity. The provinces in which this pro-
gram is being carried out are Chaco, Formosa, Jujuy, Misiones,

Salta, and Tucumán. The program seeks to strengthen the role of
the health promoters; promote the creation of intercultural op-
portunities; generate cultural awareness among health teams;
foster environmental improvement, care, and protection; imple-
ment health education activities; improve food and nutritional
safety; and coordinate actions with other ministerial programs
and entities (17). The report on the HIV/AIDS situation in 2005
included the results of a study of behavior and knowledge about
the disease among native peoples (18). HIV is seen as an “exter-
nal problem,” a “white problem;” ignorance about the disease and
failure to use condoms are widespread in this population (19).

HEALTH CONDITIONS AND PROBLEMS

COMMUNICABLE DISEASES

Vector-borne Diseases
No cases of yellow fever have been recorded in the country

since 1966; since 1998, serologic studies conducted on samples
that tested negative for dengue and other arboviruses also have
tested negative for yellow fever. In July 2001, the National Epi-
demiologic Surveillance System issued a warning about the exis-
tence of an epizootic that had begun two months earlier in
howler monkeys in land bordering the state of Rio Grande do Sul,
Brazil. Well-defined ecological niches, the absence of adequate
surveillance, and low coverage with yellow fever vaccine were
seen as warranting fear of a jungle yellow fever risk scenario sim-
ilar to that experienced in 1966. In addition, high indices of Aedes
aegypti in large cities near the border increased the risk, because
of the possibility of urbanization of yellow fever. In response, vac-
cination was stepped up, and 98.9% coverage was achieved in the
risk areas. The house indices of A. aegypti infestation fell below
2% in the communities in the risk area.

Between 1997 and late 2005 there were 2,799 cases of dengue
and five outbreaks, in 1998, 2000, 2002, 2003, and 2004; there
were 1,522 cases reported in 2004. The provinces of Salta, Jujuy,
Formosa, and Misiones reported autochthonous cases; 72.5% of
the cases during that period were in the province of Salta. The 34
cases reported in 2005 were considered to be imported from
neighboring countries. In 1998–2004, serotypes DEN-1, 2, and 3
circulated; in 1998, DEN-2; in 2000 and 2002, DEN-1; in 2003
DEN-1, 2, and 3 (in the province of Salta); and in 2004, DEN-3. In
April 2006, an outbreak of dengue was declared in the provinces
of Misiones, Formosa, Salta, and Jujuy, with almost 300 suspected
and 56 confirmed cases; the outbreak concentrated in Puerto
Iguazú, with serotype DEN-3 being identified.

In terms of controlling the transmission of Trypanosoma cruzi
as a way to combat Chagas’ disease, there are very different situ-
ations in the country, ranging from zones where transmission has
been interrupted to zones with reliable proof of vector transmis-
sion through reporting of acute cases requiring vigorous control
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actions. It is estimated that approximately 4,810,000 persons in
962,000 homes in 19 provinces live in endemic zones, albeit con-
centrated in periruban and rural areas. The poorest sectors are
the most affected.

The provinces have been classified into the following categor-
ies: seven provinces are considered to be at high risk (Formosa,
Chaco, Santiago del Estero, Córdoba, La Rioja, San Juan, and Men-
doza); seven are considered to be at moderate risk (Salta, Tu-
cumán, Catamarca, San Luis, Santa Fe, Corrientes, and Misiones);
five are considered to be at low risk (Jujuy, Entre Ríos, La Pampa,
Neuquén, and Río Negro), in which interruption of vector trans-
mission has been certified; and the rest are considered only at risk
for non-vector transmission. In 2004, the indices of house infesta-
tion by Triatoma infestans in high-risk provinces ranged from 5%
to 26%. Coverage of control in blood banks was increased, and a
prevalence of 3.2% (1%–13%) was found. The identification of in-
fected pregnant women has not been optimal, and just 15% of the
1,500 potentially infected and treatable newborns are detected
each year. The leading impact indicator—prevalence in children
under 5 years old—was 4.2% as measured in 13 provinces. Future
goals for the Chagas’ control program are shown in Table 3.

At this writing,Argentina’s endemic region for malaria consists
of a moderate-risk zone that includes the departments of Orán and
San Martín, province of Salta, encompassing some 28,000 km2,
with an annual parasite index of less than 1%. The low-risk zone
includes the rest of the province of Salta and the provinces of Jujuy,
Misiones, and Corrientes. In 2000, there were 440 positive samples,
215 in 2001, 125 in 2002, 124 in 2003, 116 in 2004, and 215 in 2005.
Between 50% and 75% of cases are imported.

Under the framework of the Argentina/Bolivia Agreement for
Bilateral Technical Cooperation, surveillance and control activities
have been undertaken with personnel from the National Coordi-
nating Office for Vector Control in slightly more than 140 Bolivian
border localities since 1996. In 2006 there was an outbreak of
malaria in the Puerto Iguazú area, province of Misiones, near the
border with Paraguay and Brazil; the outbreak was concurrent
with an outbreak of classical dengue in the area, and 14 cases of
malaria were detected. The surveillance and control actions car-
ried out by the national and provincial programs included vector
control through spatial spraying of insecticides and actively
searching for undetected cases in the population.

Since hantavirus was first detected in Argentina in 1992, 714
cases have been confirmed. Reports of cases are on the rise—in
2002, 89 were reported. Several species and types of hantavirus
that cause disease in humans have been described in the country:
Andes virus; three Andes-like viruses (Hu39694, Lechiguanas,
and Orán); Laguna Negra-like virus; and Bermejo virus. Three
endemic regions have been identified: Salta and Jujuy in the
northern region; Buenos Aires, Santa Fe, and Entre Ríos in the
central region; and Neuquén, Río Negro, and Chubut in the south-
ern region. The hantavirus increase mostly occurred in the cen-
tral region, which had 60% of the reported cases; the southern

and northern regions remained stable. Variations in the behavior
of rodent populations in each risk area result in differences in the
dynamic of the disease from region to region that, in turn, make
case emergence seasonally specific to each region. Cases increase
between April and June in the south and center regions, and be-
tween October and December in the northern region. For the
timely identification of cases, surveillance of nonspecific febrile
syndrome was implemented as an initial measure in provinces
that had seen cases. In 2004 and 2005 new areas were identified,
such as along the Uruguay River in Entre Ríos, the northern
stretch of the Paraná River in Misiones, and the city of Santa Fe.

In 1993–2005, 1,747 cases of Argentine hemorrhagic fever
were reported, and 641 were confirmed. After a spike in 1998, re-
ports of cases steadily dropped until 2005, when a new increase
was recorded. The original fatality rate of Argentine hemorrhagic
fever, which exceeded 50%, was reduced to 30% after maintenance
therapy was standardized, and then fell to 2%–12% with the avail-
ability of the specific treatment (immune plasma). The develop-
ment of the attenuated live Junín virus vaccine (Candid #1), and
its administration to the population at highest risk, was an im-
portant achievement in decreasing the incidence of the disease:
comparing pre-vaccine and post-vaccine 10-year periods, on av-
erage cases decreased from 9.8 per 100,000 population to 2.6.

The Saint Louis encephalitis virus has been recognized in
Argentina since 1963. Retrospective serologic analyses conducted
on temperate-zone patients showed the appearance of acute
febrile illnesses associated with this virus in 0.9% to 1.8% of sub-
jects. Just seven cases were reported between 2002 and 2004. In
January 2005, an outbreak was declared in the province of Cór-
doba, with 55 cases (mainly in the capital and Greater Córdoba)
and nine deaths. The virus was isolated in a batch of Culex quin-
quefasciatus mosquitoes captured in the homes and surrounding
area of the cases. In 2006, cases were reported in the provinces of
Córdoba, Santa Fe, and Entre Ríos.

Vaccine-preventable Diseases
Argentina remains free of poliomyelitis and measles. The last

recorded case of poliomyelitis from wild poliovirus was seen in
1984, and the last case of measles was reported in 2000. Regional
surveillance indicators established by PAHO are, for the most part,
being satisfactorily met and, since 1995, vaccination coverage has
exceeded 90%, although both the indicators and the cover-age
vary somewhat from province to province. For example, in 2004
the coverage for DPT-Hib (diphtheria, pertussis, tetanus, and
Haemophilus influenzae type b) reached a national average of
95.3%, but two jurisdictions (autonomous city of Buenos Aires
and San Juan) had coverage under 90%. For the triple viral vac-
cine (measles, mumps, and rubella), the national average was
100%, but the province of Chubut only reached an 88% coverage.

Neonatal tetanus is no longer a public health problem as de-
fined by PAHO (less than 1 case per 1,000 live births); cases of
tetanus in all ages decreased from 220 in 1980 to 14 in 2005.
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With the exception of pertussis, practically all the vaccine-
preventable diseases have shown a marked decline in the past
since the mid-1990s (1996–2005). Only pertussis outbreaks were
observed in 2003–2005 in at least four provinces: Catamarca and
Neuquén in 2004, and Salta and Tucumán in 2005. The highest
attack rates were recorded in children under 5 years old, and they
were concentrated in children under 1 year old, although cases
also have been reported in adolescents and adults.

The rubella vaccine was introduced into the national vaccina-
tion system in 1998, with two doses of the triple viral vaccine (at
one year and upon starting school). In 2003, use of the MR vac-
cine (measles and rubella) was initiated for all women immedi-
ately after delivery or immediately after abortion, and at the age
of 11 for all children who had not had at least two doses after the
age of 1. Coverage achieved since the introduction of the vaccine
were between 90% and 100%. To eliminate congenital rubella
syndrome, a national rubella vaccination campaign targeting all
women 15–39 years old (estimated at 7,400,000) and at-risk men
was proposed for September and October 2006.

Argentina is surrounded by countries with moderate en-
demicity and foci of high endemicity for hepatitis A. As a result,
the hepatitis A vaccine was introduced into the national vaccina-
tion system in 2005; all children are administered a single dose at
12 months of age. An evaluation is planned to measure the effect
of this strategy and help decide whether a second dose is needed.
According to data from the National Epidemiologic Surveillance
System, 63,006 cases of hepatitis A and non-specific hepatitis
were reported (173.8 per 100,000 inhabitants) in 2004. This indi-
cated an increase with respect to 2003 (139 per 100,000 inhabi-
tants). In 2004 the Northwest and Cuyo regions had rates higher
than the national rate (251 and 201, respectively).

With PAHO support, Argentina initiated surveillance of ro-
tavirus diarrhea in sentinel centers in 2004. Partial results indi-
cate that rotavirus disease is an important public health problem
in the country. Several studies have been conducted to analyze
the burden of rotavirus disease (20, 21, 22). The National Regula-
tory Authority has registered the rotavirus vaccine; it has been
administered in the private sector since early 2006, but its inclu-
sion in the national system over the short term is not expected.

Intestinal Infectious Diseases
There are little data on the prevalence of intestinal parasito-

sis in Argentina.A 2002 study conducted in extremely poor areas
in Santa Fe showed a prevalence of ascaridiasis in schoolchildren
in excess of 80% (23).

Chronic Communicable Diseases
New cases of tuberculosis in all its forms have been decreas-

ing,with 38.1 per 100,000 population in 1990 and 29.1 per 100,000
in 2005. That same year, the provinces with the highest rates were
Salta (79.4 per 100,000 population), Jujuy (70.5), and Chaco

(48.2); those with the lowest were Mendoza (7.9), San Juan, and
La Rioja (8.7 in each case).

In 2003–2004, the concentration coefficient, using unmet
basic needs (UBN) of Argentina’s departments as a socioeco-
nomic variable, was 0.22. Approximately 35% of tuberculosis
cases were seen in 20% of persons living in departments with
higher percentages of UBN. In 2005, 85.3% of tuberculosis cases
were pulmonary, 13.3% affected children under 15 years old, and,
among the pulmonary cases in individuals over 15 years old,
72.6% were bacteriologically confirmed. That same year, eight
cases of tuberculous meningitis were reported in children under
5 years old, seven of whom lived in the province of Buenos Aires.

In 2005, 3.9% of persons living with AIDS were co-infected
with tuberculosis (445 cases of tuberculosis in 11,242 AIDS
cases), a similar figure as seen in 2003 and 2004 and lower than
that recorded in 2001, when the highest percentage, 6.4%, was
reached. The mortality rate from tuberculosis fell from 3.6 to 2.2
cases per 100,000 population, for a drop of 39.8% between 1990
and 2004. The provinces with the highest mortality rates in
2003–2004 were Jujuy (9.0 per 100,000 population), Formosa
(7.1), and Chaco (6.1); those with the lowest mortality rates were
La Pampa (0.6), La Rioja (0.7), and Neuquén (0.9).

In 2003, information was collected on treatment results of
78.5% of tuberculosis patients with positive bacilloscopy. Among
them, the success rate was 76.6%, the abandonment rate, 10.8%,
and the mortality rate, 6.9%. There were five jurisdictions with
abandonment rates higher than the national average, including
the province of Buenos Aires and the autonomous city of Buenos
Aires, which had 39% of the evaluated cases with positive bacil-
loscopy, with abandonment rates of 14.4% and 12.8%, respec-
tively. The provinces of Formosa, Mendoza, and Corrientes had
abandonment rates of 13.5%, 15.1%, and 26.3%, respectively. Of
patients with positive bacilloscopy, 57.8% received Directly Ob-
served Treatment, Short Course (DOTS), with variations from 0%
to 100%, depending on the jurisdiction. In eight jurisdictions,
DOTS coverage exceeded 95%: the five jurisdictions of the south-
ern region (Tierra del Fuego, Santa Cruz, Chubut, Río Negro, and
Neuquén), Chaco, Santa Fe, and Córdoba. Yet, four jurisdictions
had DOTS coverage below 40%: the autonomous city of Buenos
Aires (33.9%), the province of Buenos Aires (31.3%), Misiones
(23.6%), and Santiago del Estero (0%). Progress toward the MDG
pertaining to tuberculosis is shown in Table 3.

Leprosy, which is endemic in Argentina, is distributed in 12
provinces, mainly in the provinces of Northeast, Northwest, and
Central; the disease is considered to be of moderate magnitude in
the country. The trend in case detection stabilized in the 1990s at
450–500 new cases per year; the prevalence decreased from 0.82
per 10,000 population in 1997 (the year that marked achievement
of the goal of eliminating leprosy as a public health problem) to
0.22 per 10,000 in 2005. In the latter year the prevalence/detec-
tion quotient was 1.5, while in 1997 it was 5.3. Multibacterial
forms predominate in persons older than 15 years old, and there
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was a decreasing number of cases with grade 2 disability at the
time of diagnosis. The current strategy, with a national preva-
lence under 1 per 10,000 population, gives priority to active case
search and the estimation of hidden prevalence.

Acute Respiratory Infections
In 1997–2005, between 800,000 and 1 million cases of

influenza-type syndrome per year were reported to the Na-
tional Epidemiologic Surveillance System. The epidemic years
were 1999, 2003, and 2004, and in those years hospitalizations in-
creased to the overflow point, especially in pediatric hospitals. In
2005, 959,046 cases of influenza-type illnesses were reported, for
a rate of 2,644.9 per 100,000 population. That same year, labora-
tory surveillance of 22,480 samples from patients with acute
lower respiratory infection established 2.8% of positive diag-
noses for influenza A and 0.5% for influenza B; in 2,436 sam-
ples from patients with influenza-type syndrome detected in the
sentinel units, 5.6% of diagnoses were positive for influenza A
and 1.1% were positive for influenza B.

HIV/AIDS and Other Sexually Transmitted Infections
Estimates made in 2005 by the Joint United Nations Program

on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), the World Health Organization (WHO),
and the National Program Against Human Retroviruses, AIDS,
and Sexually Transmitted Diseases showed that approximately
127,000 (numbers ranging from 115,000 to 134,000) persons
were living with HIV/AIDS in Argentina, 60% of whom were un-
aware of their serologic status. Between 1982, when the first case
was recorded in the country, and December 31, 2005, 30,496
cases of AIDS and 32,411 HIV-infected persons were notified to
the National Program. The leading characteristics of the epi-
demic in Argentina are: 1) it increasingly affects women, which
increases the risk of vertical transmission, and the highest con-
centration of cases occurs in sexually active age groups; 2) it es-
sentially affects the economically active age groups in both sexes,
that is, individuals 25–34 years old; 3) it is increasingly being
transmitted through heterosexual relations (55.6% of cases in
2004), and 4) it affects the poorest and least educated sectors. The

incidence of HIV infection shows a rising trend, with values of
1.5 per 100,000 population in 1990, 4.03 in 2000, and 10.01 in
2004. The male/female ratio for AIDS dropped from 6.5:1 in 1990
to 2.4:1 in 2004; for HIV infection it was 1.3 men for every
woman in 2004. Fully half of persons living with AIDS are 25–34
years old. Children under 13 years old represented 9.7% of the
total recorded cases, with 94.8% of them caused by vertical trans-
mission.AIDS is concentrated in the main urban centers: Greater
Buenos Aires, Rosario, Córdoba, and Santa Fe. The mortality rate
from AIDS in 2004 was 3.8 per 100,000 population.

In terms of other sexually transmitted infections, 675 cases of
congenital syphilis were reported to the National Epidemiologic
Surveillance System in 2002; in 2003, 742 cases were reported,
and in 2004 and 2005, 838 and 583, respectively, for rates of
0.9–1.2 per 1,000 live births. The most seriously affected regions
were Northwest and Northeast, especially the latter, where the
rates in 2002–2005 were 4.5, 3.7, 2.6, and 2.1 times higher than
the overall national rate. Table 5 shows rates of congenital
syphilis and other sexually transmitted infections, by region, be-
tween 2002 and 2005.

Zoonoses 
In 2005, programs were developed to prevent the entry of

avian flu and bovine spongiform encephalopathy into the
country; a drill was held with public and private sector institu-
tions to prepare for the possibility. The program for the control of
foot-and-mouth disease continues to be implemented through-
out the national territory, in order to hold on to the “free with vac-
cination” status. Animal rabies remains endemic in the coun-
try’s north, with cases reported in dogs and bovines in the
provinces of Jujuy and Salta. In 2005, 66 cases of animal rabies
were reported nationwide (34 in bovines, 16 in dogs and cats, 8 in
bats, and 8 in other animals).

In April 2006, an outbreak of West Nile virus in horses was
declared in the province of Entre Ríos, the first time such an out-
break had been seen in Argentina. Detection and laboratory di-
agnosis were rapid and the surveillance system was activated.
The country has human and laboratory resources for diagnosing
infection with this virus.
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TABLE 5. Ratesa of congenital syphilis and other sexually transmitted infections (STIs), by region, Argentina, 2002–2005.

Congenital syphilis Other STIs

2002 2003 2004 2005 2002 2003 2004 2005

Central 0.5 0.8 1.0 0.8 41.0 39.4 33.7 30.0
Cuyo 0.1 0.1 0.6 0.5 29.3 28.6 41.6 23.0
Northeast 4.5 4.2 3.2 1.7 236.7 313.0 371.9 339.8
Northwest 1.0 0.8 1.3 0.9 287.6 310.8 344.2 274.3
South 0.3 0.4 0.2 0.3 44.5 49.8 59.7 66.1
Total 1.0 1.1 1.2 0.9 86.8 95.7 102.9 88.4

aRates for congenital syphilis are presented per 1,000 live births; rates for other STIs are presented per 100,000 population.
Source: National Epidemiologic Surveillance System, Ministry of Health.



NONCOMMUNICABLE DISEASES

Metabolic and Nutritional Diseases
According to the Ministry of Health’s 2005 National Nutrition

and Health Survey, almost half of Argentine women are over-
weight or obese (Table 6). A study covering four cities in Argen-
tina’s central area showed that between 22.4% and 30.8% of per-
sons older than 20 years old were obese, and between 6.5% and
7.7% of them had diabetes mellitus (24). According to the data
from the National Survey of Risk Factors for Noncommunicable
Diseases (2005), 15.8% of the uneducated population older than
18 years old said they had hyperglycemia, as opposed to 5.3% of
university graduates.

Cardiovascular Diseases
Various blood pressure studies showed wide variability in the

prevalence of hypertension. In a study conducted in Córdoba in
persons 15–85 years old, the prevalence was 29.9%; just 13.0% of
hypertensive individuals were being treated and under control
(25). In another study involving four cities in the country’s cen-
tral area, the prevalence of hypertension in individuals over 20
years old ranged from 27.9% to 43.6%; the prevalence of hyper-
lipidemia ranged from 24.2% to 36.4%. According to the Min-
istry of Health’s 2005 National Nutrition and Health Survey, ap-
proximately one woman in five aged 10–49 years old has high
cholesterol.

According to the National Survey of Risk Factors for Noncom-
municable Diseases (2005), 56.8% of the uneducated population
had had their cholesterol checked at least once and, of those,
44.4% said it was high. The proportions were 79.1%, and 26%
among those who had completed university training. Among Ar-
gentineans older than 18 years old with no schooling who were
interviewed, 49.2% said they did not have high blood pressure, as
opposed to 72.7% of university graduates.

Malignant Neoplasms
Between 1997 and 2004, malignant neoplasms were the sec-

ond leading cause of death, after diseases of the circulatory sys-
tem, and represented 18%–19% of all deaths. Between 1980 and
2001, the mortality rate from lung cancer declined by approxi-
mately 1% per year in men. In women, however, rates rose ap-
proximately 1.5% per year, except in Cuyo, where the rates re-
mained virtually the same. In terms of breast cancer, mortality
rates have declined in women under 65 years old since 1991, but
they increased 1.6% per year among women older than 74 years
old starting in 1980. In the country as a whole, and more so in
certain provinces, cancer of the uterus is a serious public health
problem. Since 1991, a small decrease in mortality from this can-
cer has been noted, except in the Northwest region, where there
was a slight increase of 0.2% a year.

OTHER HEALTH PROBLEMS OR ISSUES

Disasters
The database of the country’s disasters in recent years showed

that floods prevailed. In areas vulnerable to floods, community
leaders were trained in risk management so they could come up
with the solutions most appropriate for their natural, economic,
social, and political context (26). The worst natural disaster in re-
cent years was doubtless the flood in the city of Santa Fe in April
2003, which left more than 30% of that city’s population under
water, and resulted in 75,036 people being evacuated, 20,000
homes damaged, and 13% of available hospital beds lost.

Violence and Other External Causes
The Ministry of Justice’s Victimization Survey, conducted in

the autonomous city of Buenos Aires in 2003, showed that 37.5%
of persons older than 14 years old said they had been the victim
of at least one crime (mostly crimes against property), a lower
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TABLE 6. Nutritional and metabolic deficiencies (%), by region, Argentina, 2005.

Greater
Argentina Buenos Aires Cuyo Northeast Northwest Central South

Low weight-for-age 3.8 3.3 4.0 5.8 3.9 3.7 2.6
Low height-for-age 4.2 3.7 3.5 4.8 4.0 4.9 3.6
Low weight-for-height 1.2 1.1 2.8 1.2 1.2 1.1 1.0
High weight-for-height 6.6 8.3 5.1 3.0 4.4 7.2 6.3
Anemia in children 6 months to 5 years 15.9 17.9 10.0 22.1 14.0 13.8 15.6
Anemia in children 6 to 23 months 33.2 34.9 23.5 33.2 44.0 30.1 30.9
Overweight, women 19–49 years 24.9 24.8 24.4 20.2 28.1 24.9 26.5
Obesity, women 19–49 years 19.4 18.2 15.9 21.1 20.4 20.5 22.6
Anemia, women 10–49 years 17.1 20.6 14.7 21.8 15.7 12.6 16.2
Cholesterol >170 mg/dl, women 10–19 years 21.5 23.2 30.5 19.4 19.9 34.3 17.0
Cholesterol >200 mg/dl, women 20–49 years 23.4 27.2 12.0 19.8 17.3 28.1 20.4

Source: 2005 National Health and Nutrition Survey.



figure than ones seen in 2000, 2001, and 2002, according to the
National Directorate of Crime Policy.

The Injury Surveillance System was put in place in September
2004; by June 2006, 36 sentinel units had been included. Data ac-
cumulated up to that date on 27,836 accidents indicate that
81.3% were unintentional, 10.4% were intentional against others,
1.7% were self-inflicted, and the rest, undetermined. Most acci-
dents are concentrated in persons 15–29 years old (34.6%) and in
persons 30–44 years old (19.6%); 68.4% are minor, 25.9% are
moderate, and 5.7% are serious. Men are the victims in 66.9% of
accidents, the male/female ratio is of 2.02:1, and 0.56% of injury
events cause death, with a male/female ratio of 2.8:1.

Mental Health and Addictions
There are no updated national epidemiologic data on mental

health, except for the results of the disabilities survey. In 2004,
7.8% of the population 16–65 years old had consumed an illegal
psychoactive substance at least once, 2.1% had done so in the
year before the survey, and 0.8% had done so in the month before
the survey. Marijuana and cocaine are the most used substances,
in that order.

Oral Health
Based on prior favorable experiences, such as a more than

40% reduction in the DMF (decayed, missing, and filled teeth)
index in the province of Santa Fe between 1990 and 2000, the
fluoridation of water for human consumption in provinces that
require it was reactivated in 2005. It is expected that in 2010,
about 50% of the population will be receiving fluoridated water.
Moreover, the criteria for conducting an epidemiological survey
in all the provincial jurisdictions were standardized.

Hemolytic Uremic Syndrome 
The rate of hemolytic uremic syndrome among children under

5 years old was approximately 8.5 per 100,000 children in this age
group between 1995 and 2000; since 2001 it has never fallen below
10.4, and it peaked in 2005 (13.9). The mortality rate remained
stable in 1995–2005, with an average of 3.3%, a minimum of 2.2%
in 1998, and a maximum of 4.8% in 2001. In 2005 the mortality
rate was 3.4%. In 2005, 464 cases of hemolytic uremic syndrome
were reported, 62% in children under 2 years old. The majority of
cases occurred in the warm months (55%). The provinces with
the highest hospital-reporting rates were La Pampa (34.4 per
100,000 children under 5 years old) and Neuquén (31.6).

RESPONSE OF THE HEALTH SECTOR

Health Policies and Plans 
Since 2002, a Consultative Council has provided a forum for

discussion and for forging national-level agreements on health
matters with the country’s various sectors. The Council ranks in-

clude various players connected to the health system, including
representatives of community organizations; health providers, fi-
nancers, and professionals; universities; and well-respected insti-
tutions and individuals. The Council also has four standing com-
mittees: Human Resources, Costs and Financing, Technology, and
Noncommunicable Diseases.

By constitutional mandate, the provinces are responsible for
caring for the population’s health. The municipalities, especially
those with the highest populations and greatest economic re-
sources, also plan and implement health activities. The transfer,
in the early 1990s, of a group of hospitals and specialized insti-
tutes from the federal Government to the provinces was one of
the last stages in the decentralization of the health services. This
complex process resulted in varying levels of hospital autonomy,
administrative and financial management, human resources
policies, and services delivered to the population. In turn, this di-
versity made it impossible to offer a standard coverage of public
health care for all the population. Moreover, geographic location
also affects access to public health units.

In the provinces, the performance of essential public health
functions is the responsibility of ministries or secretariats of
health, with institutional development varying according to the
size of the population and the available resources. Health services
are delivered through provincial public sector networks and by the
private sector. In provinces with higher populations and more eco-
nomic resources, municipalities administer primary health care
services and, in some cases, more complex hospitals, although pro-
portionally there are few municipal health care facilities. In 2006,
some provinces were actively devolving primary health care level
services to the municipalities. Social security and the private sec-
tor have clearly separate functions: the entities responsible for han-
dling financing (social security and health insurers) do not oper-
ate their own services as a rule, and instead contract them out to
public and private providers throughout the country.

Health Strategies and Programs
During the social and economic upheaval the country lived

through in 2001–2005, dialogue channels became consolidated
among various players dealing in health at different levels of the
State, and this dialogue continued in subsequent years. Finally, at
the Council of Federal Health Agencies (COFESA, by its Spanish
acronym), one of the leading forums where provinces and the
federal Government formulate health policies by consensus, the
bases of the 2004–2007 Federal Health Plan were agreed on; the
Plan was submitted by Argentina’s President in May 2004. The
Plan set four avenues for action and embraced the primary
health care strategy as the cornerstone for the system’s organiza-
tion. Priority was given to strengthening equality of access to
health care and to promoting community participation at all lev-
els. The established targets complemented the country’s agree-
ment in connection with the Millennium Development Goals.

HEALTH IN THE AMERICAS, 2007. VOLUME II–COUNTRIES

40



Organization of the Health System
Argentina’s health system reflects the federal nature of the

country’s government, whereby provinces retain the authority to
manage and deliver health care within their jurisdiction. The sys-
tem encompasses three subsectors: public, private, and social se-
curity. The latter two are closely connected, given that the institu-
tions responsible for social security contract out many health
services to private health service providers of different types and
sizes (Figure 2).

In 2006, the health system was characterized by a high level of
segmentation and fragmentation, which resulted in poor coordi-
nation among subsectors, inequality in financing, inequities in
health care quality, and many access barriers for some popula-
tion groups. In 2003, social security institutions covered approx-
imately 17.5 million people (47.2% of the total population), dis-
tributed throughout almost 300 entities of varying sizes and
importance. It is estimated that the public subsector covered 17.8
million persons (48%) and private health insurance plans cov-
ered 2.8 million persons, of which 1 million also had social secu-
rity coverage.

Throughout its history, the health system has operated with a
degree of inefficiency and inequity. The diverse coverage that is
available affects the 24 provincial public systems, approximately
300 national social security institutions, 24 provincial social se-
curity institutions, a few dozen health insurance plans, private
health insurance plans, and many mutual insurance systems; the
National Institute for Social Services for Retired People and Pen-

sioners, known for its Spanish acronym, PAMI, also is affected. In
1993 a “free choice” option became available to workers affiliated
with the social security system, as part of a deregulation effort
and to improve efficiencies. The fragmentation and lack of coor-
dination of this group of institutions have curtailed the estab-
lishment of a unified, efficient, universal health system. Thus, so-
cial security is managed by institutions that are vary greatly in
terms of the type of population they serve, the coverage they
offer, the financial resources per member, operating modalities,
and health service networks they contract out to.

The Ministry of Health is responsible for determining the
health sector’s objectives and policies and for executing the
plans, programs, and projects for the area under its jurisdiction,
which are developed in accordance with directives from the Ex-
ecutive Branch. The Ministry also oversees the operation of the
health services, facilities, and institutions, and conducts the over-
all planning for the sector in coordination with provincial health
authorities. It is also responsible for issuing regulations and pro-
cedures to guarantee the quality of health care, as agreed to by
consensus with the provinces, and participates in approving the
health facility projects that are built by private companies.
Through the National Food, Drug, and Health Technology Ad-
ministration, the Ministry participates in matters related to the
development, distribution, and marketing of products directly
related to health. The Administration is responsible for imple-
menting and enforcing compliance with legal, scientific, techni-
cal, and administrative provisions under its jurisdiction.
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FIGURE 2. General scheme and estimated coverage of the health system, Argentina, 2001.

Total population: 37.1 million

PUBLIC SUBSECTOR SOCIAL SECURITY SUBSECTOR PRIVATE SUBSECTOR

Source: Adapted from: González García G., Tobar F. Salud para los argentinos 2003. Estimates based on the 2001 National Census of Population and Housing
(INDEC) and the 2001 Quality of Life Survey (Social Policy Evaluation and Monitoring System, under the Ministry of Social Development and the Environment).
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The Superintendency of Health Services is the regulatory and
controlling agency overseeing those who handle the National
Health Insurance (social security) System. Within the Congress,
the Senate’s Health and Sport Committees and the Chamber of
Deputies’ Social Action and Public Health Committees are re-
sponsible for passing judgment on health and medical-social ac-
tivities; hygiene; sanitation; preventive medicine and nutrition;
hospital subsidies; and societies, corporations, or institutions
that carry out health-related activities.

Public Health Services
The 2004–2007 Federal Health Plan assigns priority to pri-

mary care and allocates more funds toward promotion and pre-
vention activities. The Plan considers the gradual, systematic,
and organized decentralization of these activities and plans for
local governments to take on the implementation of this strategy
by developing healthy policies, providing information, and mod-
eling conduct.

Various national programs are being implemented in Argen-
tina with the goal of preventing and controlling certain diseases
which, because of their importance, require special efforts from
the authorities and civil society. The principal programs and
their objectives are described below.

The National Program to Combat Human Retrovirus and Sex-
ually Transmitted Infections aims to prevent sexual and perina-
tal transmission; to prevent transmission through blood, hemo-
derivatives, and transplants, and during invasive procedures; to
prevent the spread of infection among drug users; to reduce the
individual, family, and socioeconomic impact of the epidemic; to
reinforce analysis of the epidemic’s situation and trend; and to
consolidate its administrative and management aspects. The pro-
gram provides antiretroviral drugs to HIV-infected persons.

The National Program for the Control of Tuberculosis is part of
the country’s health structure, whereby its activities are carried
out through the health services. The Program has four levels
(central, provincial, intermediate, and local), each with well-
defined responsibilities. The central level is at the Ministry of
Health, and the responsible entity is the National Institute for
Respiratory Diseases Dr. Emilio Coni, which falls under the Na-
tional Administration of Laboratories and Health Institutes Dr.
Carlos G. Malbrán, headquartered in the city of Santa Fe. The
provincial level includes the country’s 23 provinces and the
autonomous city of Buenos Aires. The Program’s goals are to re-
duce morbidity and mortality from tuberculosis, transmission of
tuberculous infection, and resistance of Mycobacterium tubercu-
losis to antibiotics. The Program’s strategic objectives are to
strengthen the reliance of the Directly Observed Treatment, Short
Course (DOTS) strategy in all jurisdictions of the country and
target efforts in priority departments where the magnitude of the
disease is greater.

The National Program for the Control of Chagas’ Disease con-
sists of 19 provincial programs; it conducts health promotion
and disease prevention activities, as well as diagnosing and treat-
ing the disease. The Program does not include any rehabilitation,
although it endeavor to improve the hospital network for caring
for cardiopathies and transplants. Different parties plan and exe-
cute activities, including agents of the national and provincial ju-
risdictions, health professionals or health promoters, municipal
officials, and community leaders, who have the support and su-
pervision of the national commission for vector control.

In 2004–2005, the Ministry of Health launched the National
Mass Parasite Eradication Program. Working through the Pro-
grama Remediar (a program that distributes medication without
charge to vulnerable populations), the Program began an intense
campaign that first worked to identify the most problematic foci
in the province of Santa Fe and gradually extended the effort to
the other affected provinces; mebendazole was distributed to
population groups without basic sanitary services.

The Tobacco Control Program channels its work along five key
avenues: restrict tobacco advertising, increase the price of ciga-
rettes, launch a strong social-communication campaign, create
smoke-free environments, and offer smoking-cessation services.

The Renal Health Program, executed by the Ministry of Health’s
Special Programs Administration, aims to prevent kidney disease
and promote health within the social security system.Along with
the Superintendency of Health Services, the Argentine Cardiol-
ogy Society, and the Argentine Federation of Cardiology, it has
developed a program for identifying risk factors and primary
prevention of cardiovascular diseases, targeting men 30–49 years
old and women 40–59 years old.

The National Program for Healthy Sexuality and Responsible
Reproduction was established in 2002 through the enactment 
of Law No. 25,673. In its early years, the program focused on
strengthening provincial programs by providing technical assis-
tance, training, and financing human resources to reinforce ex-
isting teams. In 2006, hormonal contraceptives, IUDs, and con-
doms were distributed for free to 1,925,950 men and women who
sought care through the public system. Women covered by social
security or heath insurance plans under the Compulsory Medical
Program also were ensured coverage.

Problems with basic sanitation remain unresolved. According
to the 2001 National Census of Population and Housing, just
47.2% of the households were connected to a sewer system,
24.2% relied on septic tanks and drainage pits, and the remain-
ing 27% relied on wells or had no means of disposal.

By Executive Branch decree, the National Agency for Water
and Sanitation Works has been charged with constructing Ar-
gentina’s major basic sanitation works. In 1993, the State made
Aguas Argentinas responsible for managing the drinking water
and sewer services for the autonomous city of Buenos Aires and
17 metropolitan area sections (where a third of the country’s
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population lives); it produced 3,100,000 m3 of water per day. In
March 2006 the contract was rescinded, and the State assumed
responsibility for providing this service. To this end, it made im-
portant investments and created Agua y Saneamiento de Ar-
gentina, a state-owned enterprise.

A little more than 2,200 municipalities have been given pri-
mary responsibility for handling a household waste management
service. In some cases, the collection and disposal of household
waste is carried out by the municipality itself; in many other in-
stances, the service has been outsourced to private companies.
According to official data for 2004,Argentina produces 12,325,000
tons of household waste every year, with an average per capita
rate of 0.91 kg/day. The autonomous city of Buenos Aires is
among the heavier producers, with average waste generation of
1.52 kg/inhabitant/day; Misiones is among the lowest, with 0.44
kg/inhabitant/day (5).

In 2004, the Government, through its Secretariat for the Envi-
ronment and Sustainable Development, drew up the National
Strategy for the Comprehensive Management of Urban Solid
Waste, in order to assess the solid waste situation and come up
with appropriate waste treatment and technology for disposing
solid waste in an environmentally sound manner. In September
2004, Law 25,916 on management of household solid waste was
enacted. As a supplement to the National Strategy for the Com-

prehensive Management of Urban Solid Waste, the National
Strategy on Hazardous Household Waste was presented in 2005.
The latter strategy aims to address the handling of this waste by
promoting its separate collection. In 2005, the Ministry of Health,
assisted by the Maternal and Child Health and Nutrition Pro-
gram, diagnosed waste management in hospitals; it acknowl-
edged that there were major deficiencies, but also identified po-
tential referral centers for managing waste in health facilities
through an appropriate action plan implemented in 2006.

Law 20,284 of 1973 established air-quality standards and set
levels for issuing contamination alerts, alarms, and emergencies.
Regulations for this law were never enacted, rendering the legis-
lation barely operational. Decree 831/93, which promulgates reg-
ulations for National Law 24,051 on hazardous waste, establishes
guidelines for gaseous emissions and air quality; values have not
been updated, however.

Law No. 1,356 on the atmospheric contamination of the au-
tonomous city of Buenos Aires establishes air quality standards
and requires ongoing monitoring. Currently, the autonomous city
of Buenos Aires monitors and controls fixed and mobile air-
pollution sources. The Dock Sud petrochemical plant, which is
located extremely close to the city, has approximately 60 smoke-
stacks that release an average of 15 million m3 an hour of air with
various polluting gases. A recent study shows high levels of ben-
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Healthy Sexuality and Responsible Procreation

Beginning in 2001, one-third of maternal deaths in Argentina were due to abortions to terminate unwanted preg-
nancies, one of every seven women giving birth were adolescents, and two-thirds of reported AIDS cases were acquired
by having unprotected sex. In addition, the population’s most vulnerable sectors—youths, women, and the poorest
groups—had serious problems accessing information on responsible procreation. Moreover, it was clear that nearly all
maternal deaths could be drastically reduced through prevention efforts and by providing proper care during pregnancy
and delivery.

Given these factors, the Government embraced far-reaching decisions that led to effective actions designed to
overcome the problems. In October 2002, Law No. 25,673, which created the national healthy sexuality and responsi-
ble procreation program, was enacted by broad parliamentary consensus and strong support of nongovernmental or-
ganizations and civil society. Early on, the program aimed at strengthening provincial programs by providing technical
assistance, as well as training and financing of human resources to bolster existing teams. The program also acquired
and then distributed throughout the country contraceptives at a cost of several tens of millions of Argentine pesos.

In 2006, some two million men and women coming to the public health system for care had access to free hor-
monal contraceptives, IUDs, and condoms. Women enrolled in the social security system and health insurance schemes
also were covered through the Compulsory Medical Program. That same year, the National Congress promulgated Law
No. 26,130, dealing with surgical contraception, and Law No. 26,150 dealing with comprehensive sexual education; it
also ratified the Optional Protocol of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women
(CEDAW), whereby Argentinean women now can bring claims regarding the infringement of their rights to an interna-
tional and impartial tribunal of experts.



zene, toluene, lead, and sulphur dioxide (27), with higher concen-
trations than WHO recommends.

Argentina is party to the Stockholm Convention on Persistent
Organic Pollutants and has a National Implementation Plan
(NIP) in place, which is executed through the Secretariat for the
Environment and Sustainable Development. In 2004, the Na-
tional Inventory of Dioxins and Furans was published, and emis-
sion factors were identified according to activities and sources
that generate these toxins. In 2002, Law 25,670, on the Minimum
Requirements for the Elimination and Management of Persistent
Organic Pollutants, which provides for their total elimination by
2010, was promulgated.

In 2003, the most important clandestine burial site for organo-
chlorate pesticides (mostly hexachlorocyclohexane) known up to
then in Argentina was removed in the province of Santiago del
Estero. The toxins had been buried in 1990, and 200 metric tons
of residues were removed, treated, and disposed of.

There are 21 centers for toxicological information, advice, and
assistance in the country, operating under the aegis of the Na-
tional Program for the Prevention and Control of Poisoning. Since
most centers are located in the wealthiest provinces, the least de-
veloped provinces must rely on local programs for their poison-
ing prevention and control activities. The centers provide advi-
sory assistance on pesticide poisoning, as well as on potentially
toxic drugs, substances, and chemical products. In 2005, two na-
tional multicentric studies were conducted on agrochemicals and
domestic pesticides. The Argentine Toxicology Network, which is
comprised of scientific associations, governmental entities, and
specialized laboratories, operates with the support of the virtual
health and environment library.

The National Food Institute authorizes, registers, controls, and
oversees food through a food surveillance system. The National
Food Safety and Quality Service protects food by monitoring
animal and vegetable products produced for internal use and
export. In 2005, in coordination with a very active healthy mu-
nicipalities network, local initiatives focusing on food production
and safety began to be developed. These initiatives operate
through integrated programs in which the municipalities, the
provinces, and the federal Government participate; the private
sector and civil society also play an active part. The process has
been coupled with a vigorous development of microenterprises.

The National Directorate of Health Emergencies is the agency
charged with preventing disasters and mitigating their effect.
There are 1,287 health establishments in the provinces that are at
highest risk for earthquakes, 8,548 in the flood zones, and 2,220
in the zones most affected by snowfall. There is no single plan for
response to natural disasters, because each province develops its
own. Approximately 30% of the hospitals have disaster plans.
There also are disaster response teams in place at the national
and provincial levels, and the National Directorate also has its
own stockpiles of essential drugs and supplies for these emer-
gencies. Unpublished data from the survey on disaster prepara-

tion and mitigation by the health sector, which was discussed at
the PAHO Regional Meeting of Disaster Coordinators in May
2006, indicate that 42% of the hospitals built in the past five years
guarantee that they can continue to operate in case of disasters,
and 20% of the hospitals have carried out structural and non-
structural vulnerability studies.

In 2002, the Ministry of Health began working on a General
Contingency Plan for Influenza and SARS Pandemics. The in-
fluenza surveillance and control activities were organized around
five points: a) surveillance of avian flu; b) surveillance through
the National Epidemiologic Surveillance System, sentinel units
for influenza, and the respiratory virus network; c) vaccines and
antivirals; d) public health measures; and e) communication.

The approval in 2005 of the International Health Regulations
provides the country with a framework for addressing new chal-
lenges in the control of communicable diseases.

Individual Care Services
All the provinces and the autonomous city of Buenos Aires

have a wide network of hospital and outpatient services oper-
ated by both public and private providers. There are 17,845
health care establishments in the country, and 153,065 hospital
beds available at the national level (about evenly split between
publicly owned and privately owned). Localized differences
notwithstanding, various subsectors and jurisdictions have in re-
cent years been offering new modalities of care: outpatient care,
brief hospitalization, day hospital, home care, and others. There
are 14,534 outpatient health facilities in the country (28).

In the public sector, the auxiliary diagnostic services and
blood banks are integrated into the health service systems that
operate mainly in the provinces and, sometimes, in the munici-
palities. In the private sector, these services are also found in the
health care facilities, although in some localities there are au-
tonomous diagnostic support units that contract for services
with the social security institutions. In 1983, a National Blood
Program was instituted by law. The Ministry of Health and the
provincial health authorities promote voluntary donation under
the framework of the National Blood Plan. In 2005 there were 578
blood collection centers, 333 public and 245 private. That same
year, those centers processed 751,412 blood  units. The current
trend is toward reduction of and improvement in the quality of
those centers (in 1999 there were 781 centers) (29).

There were 15,916 public sector psychiatric beds in 2002.
There are mental health reform initiatives in varying states of im-
plementation in some provinces and in the capital. Law 448/00
(Law on Mental Health for the city of Buenos Aires), which calls
for shifting mental health services from the hospital-based sys-
tem currently in place to a system incorporated into the overall
health system, has not yet been implemented, primarily due to
corporate reasons. There is an overall trend toward acceptance of
psychiatric reforms, and national legislators from various parties
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are working on draft mental health laws. Clearly, persons with se-
vere mental illness still lack adequate coverage. Recently, several
initiatives to promote and defend the human rights of the men-
tally ill have been initiated, because of their minimal observance
in the hospital system, which is mainly institutional.

The work-risk system provides coverage to 5.3 million em-
ployed workers (Law 24,557 on Work Risks, 1995). Work-risk in-
surers are responsible for providing health coverage to workers.
To address on-the-job accidents and deaths, the Work-risk Au-
thority launched the Program for the Prevention of On-the-job
Accidents and Occupational Illness for workers in small and mid-
sized enterprises (SRT Resolution 1/05). This resolution supple-
mented the 2000 Work Insurance for All Program, which applied
to companies with more than 50 employees and has a Center for
Information and Advice on Occupational Toxicology that answers
questions from all sectors of the community.

Work hygiene and safety conditions were established by Law
19,587 (1972) and its regulatory decree 531/79 and amending
decree 1,338/96. This law’s comprehensive regulations seek to
protect the worker, affording him or her extensive occupational
safety conditions. Construction activity, which was regulated by
Decree 911/96, was dealt with separately. Law 19,587 is supple-
mented with the aforementioned Law on Work Risks and its reg-
ulatory decree 1,278/00.

Health Promotion
Various initiatives are being implemented in the country

(such as “Free Adults with A Healthy Attitude” and “Heart Attack
Prevention in Argentina”) in association with university and sci-
entific societies that work in the community to prevention risk
factors for noncommunicable diseases. One initiative, the Health
Surveillance and Disease Control Program, is charged with pro-
viding information needed for making decisions related to the
structure and operation of the services and the risks that affect
the various population groups. Normative and infrastructure el-
ements for improving the surveillance, prevention, and control of
the diseases covered by the program were provided to all agents
in the health system, and the National Epidemiologic Surveil-
lance System and the Health Analysis and Monitoring Units were
developed and implemented. In addition, a national strategy for
the control of tobacco use was designed and implemented and a
national baseline for the surveillance of risk factors for noncom-
municable diseases was established.

The federal Government, the Argentine Society of Pediatrics,
the Argentine Toxicology Network, the Government of the au-
tonomous city of Buenos Aires, and the Argentine Association of
Physicians for the Environment are among those lobbying for ef-
forts in environmental health, especially since 2003. Within the
Ministry of Health’s National Directorate for Maternal and Child
Health, a coordinating unit for children’s environmental health
was established, comprised of representatives of the Directorate

for Health Promotion and Protection and the Secretariat for the
Environment. These two entities drew up the profile of childhood
environmental health and formulated the guidelines for the Na-
tional Program on Children’s Environmental Health.An objective
of the Children’s Health in Argentina Project is to protect chil-
dren’s health by identifying environmental threats to which chil-
dren are exposed. The leading results of the project’s assessment
are expected to be used to develop an ongoing system for the col-
lection, analysis, and dissemination of information on this sub-
ject; carrying out of field research; and implementing interven-
tions in the community.

Health Supplies
Argentina’s drug industry includes some 250 laboratories

funded by domestic and foreign capital. The Ministry of Health’s
Strategic Health Research Unit indicated that, as of until July
2006, there were approximately 2,057 active principals (and their
combinations), with some 20,000 formulations in the market.
According to the same source, in 2001 domestic laboratories had
more than a 50% share in local sales, and approximately 22% 
of the country’s demand for drugs was being covered with an
external drug supply. In 2003, pharmaceutical imports totaled
US$ 475,249,000, 6% of which corresponded to immunological
and blood products, and 1.7% to vaccines. In 2001, drug exports
totaled US$ 266 million. In 2005, the pharmaceutical industry’s
invoices totaled more than US$ 2,000 million, including taxes.
According to INDEC, total per capita expenditures for drugs in
2006 were approximately US$ 63.According to data from the 1997
household survey and the 2003 National Commission for Health
Research Programs, drugs account for 46%–52% of average fam-
ily expenditures on health, with marked differences among the
highest (25%–35%) and lowest (65%–73%) income sectors.

Generic drug use (Law 25,649/02), selection of products to be
financed with collective resources, and the free provision of es-
sential drugs to outpatients through the Remediar Program were
implemented in 2002. This program extended drug coverage to
some 15 million people who were totally or partially excluded
from the health system. The distribution of kits with 47 different
drugs to more than 5,300 primary care centers was put in place.
A survey conducted in these centers in 2003 showed that 82% of
Remediar Program beneficiaries were below the poverty line and
84% had no health insurance coverage. That same year, more
than 70% of prescriptions were for generics.

In addition to its regular control functions, the National Food,
Drug, and Health Technology Administration analyzes drugs al-
ready on the market through the so-called Horizontal Sampling
Plan, which covers 248 medicinal specialties. Beyond the Na-
tional Drug Surveillance System, which remains in effect, the reg-
ulatory agency has launched a technology surveillance program
designed to collect, evaluate, oversee, and organize information
on medical product defects. Implementation of this program by
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the companies is required by the “good manufacturing practices”
regulations. The regulatory agency also implemented a program
to investigate illegitimate drugs to combat the marketing of these
drugs. In 1997, illegally marketed products were found in 76.5%
of inspected establishments, and in 24.5% of local establish-
ments investigated in 2003.

Human Resources
The number of health and social service workers was esti-

mated at half a million in 2004; 40% worked in the public sector,
and most of them (70%) were women. In the city of Buenos Aires,
54% of doctors 30–39 years old were women. The country’s pop-
ulation is growing at the rate of 1.6% per year, while the popula-
tion of physicians is growing at the rate of 3.5% per year. The dis-
tribution of human resources in health is irregular, with a high
concentration of physicians in large urban centers. The national
average is 3.2 physicians per 1,000 inhabitants. Approximately
65% to 70% are specialists, and there is a shortage of general
practitioners or family doctors.

There is a shortage of nursing personnel (some 80,000 profes-
sionals, including university trained nurses, nursing auxiliaries,
and practical nurses). The doctor/nurse ratio, considering only
university trained nurses, is 9.5 doctors for each nurse; if we add
the auxiliaries and practical nurses, the ratio is still weighted in
favor of doctors: 1.5 doctors for each nurse.

Argentina has 25 medical schools, 10 public and 15 private.
Public universities are reasonably distributed throughout the
country, but private universities are concentrated in the au-
tonomous city of Buenos Aires and in the Greater Buenos Aires
Metropolitan Area (Table 7).

A recent study (30) highlighted many issues that surrounded
the training and distribution of human resources for health in
the country in 2004, such as: a) a decrease in the rate of growth

of the availability of health programs of study; b) the greater par-
ticipation by private institutions in offering programs of study,
especially those that require a low investment; c) a slower rate of
growth in the demand for medical studies and expansion of
other programs of study, notably nutrition and kinesiology; d) a
lack of policies that promote and encouragement certain pro-
grams of study with the objective of reversing the marked deficit
of some professional categories (e.g., nursing); e) the distortion
of ratios within the health team, especially the doctor/nurse
ratio; f) a need to establish regulatory mechanisms for nurse
training and other technical programs, given the dispersion of
institutions; g) the marked inequalities in the geographic distri-
bution of all professional categories; and h) the lack of perma-
nent information systems with key variables for the field of
human resources in health.

In 2005, a Community Doctors Program was implemented to
guide and strengthen training in primary health care and social
and community health among human resources working at the
primary level of care. The program seeks to expand the coverage
and quality of care at the health care centers by strengthening
health promotion, disease prevention, and social participation.
In September 2006, 7,500 health professionals in the country’s 24
territorial jurisdictions were studying at the postgraduate level 
in social and community health (60% were doctors and the rest
were social workers, psychologists, obstetricians, nursing person-
nel, and others). There are 17 universities in the country that par-
ticipate in this in-service training program, using similar curric-
ula, methodologies, and instructional materials.

Research and Technological Development in Health
The National Council for Scientific and Technical Research

was established by Executive Order No. 1,291 in 1958, in response
to an overall sense that there was a need to establish an academic
institution that would promote scientific and technological re-
search in the country. The Council includes 116 research insti-
tutes, the national research and services laboratories, and 8 re-
gional centers; 3,896 professional researchers, 2,392 research
support technicians, and 3,023 grant recipients participate, and
there also is an administrative center.

In 2002, Ministerial Resolution No. 170 established, within the
Ministry of Health’s Office of the Under-secretary for Health Re-
lations and Research, the National Commission for Health Re-
search Programs as a way to provide ongoing advisory assistance
for health, clinical, applied, and basic research in the health sci-
ences; give priority to research programs for health surveillance,
prevention, and control of prevalent diseases; and promote re-
search on health problems in the country.

The National Administration of Health Laboratories and Insti-
tutes cut back its research budget by 600% in six years (using the
dollar as the value), and by 30% in 2002–2004. Argentina suffers
from a notable fragmentation of the institutions performing sci-

HEALTH IN THE AMERICAS, 2007. VOLUME II–COUNTRIES

46

TABLE 7. Professionals by selected categories, Argentina,
2001.

Career Number %

Biochemistry 19,774 6.5
Nursing 12,614 4.2
Pharmacology 21,177 7.0
Speech therapy 7,924 2.6
Kinesiology 11,908 3.9
Medicine 121,076 39.9
Nutrition 4,654 1.5
Obstetrics 3,931 1.3
Dentistry 35,944 11.9
Psychology 46,931 15.4
Veterinary medicine 17,103 5.6
Total 303,091 100.0

Source: Developed by Mónica C. Abramzón (PAHO/WHO), based on data
from INDEC, Encuesta Permanente de Hogares, 2001. 



entific and technology activities. Moreover, institutions created
with an eminently technological profile, such as the National
Agriculture and Livestock Technology Institute, the National In-
stitute of Industrial Technology, the National Atomic Energy
Commission, and the National Institute of Space Activities, fall
under different ministries or secretariats. Although in practice
these institutions also carry out basic research, this compartmen-
talization reflects the original concept that separated the function
of knowledge creation from that of technological development.

In 2003, 15.2% of the research and development projects were
in the field of medical sciences (2,552). In 2002 there were 1,976
Argentine publications on MEDLINE, 20% more than in 2000;
43% were in the field of clinical medicine; 29% were in the basic
sciences; and 9% dealt with public health and health systems.Ac-
cording to the Network on Science and Technology Indicators, be-
tween 1996 and 2003 the percentage of expenditures on research
and development in human health remained stable at 13.7%–
15.6%, although in absolute terms, since the end of peso-dollar
convertibility, expenditures in this field dropped to one-third
(from US $165.4 million in 2001 to US$ 55.9 in 2002).

Health Sector Expenditures and Financing 
In the 1990s, although resources intended for health sector fi-

nancing in Argentina were vast, they were being used inefficiently
and the amount of spending in the various subsectors was in-
equitable. Health expenditures as a percentage of GDP were 7.7%
in 1997 and 7.3% in 2003. In late 2001, prior to the devaluation of
the peso, per capita health expenditures were deemed acceptable
in comparison with those of other countries that had nearly uni-
versal coverage. In 2000, those expenditures were approximately
651 dollars/inhabitant/year. However, if private spending is left
out, the figure is reduced to US$ 383 a year (31). In 2003, this ex-
penditure was reduced to US$ 263 per capita, as a result of the
significant devaluation of the currency and the consequent
change in the relative-price structure. However, health expendi-
tures by household represented 44%. Argentina lost its position
as the country with the highest per capita health expenditure in
the Region.

Technical Cooperation and External Financing 
In terms of international cooperation associated with Official

Development Assistance, Argentina is considered an intermedi-
ate developing country. In terms of technical cooperation, the
country plays a dual role: on the one hand, it still receives coop-
eration; on the other, it offers technical cooperation to other
countries since 1992. Despite the growth experienced in certain
sectors of the country in the 1990s, Argentina still requires in-
ternational cooperation, especially for poverty reduction, job
production and creation, health, education, and research and
development, as well as for political and judicial reform. In June

2002 the country again began to receive technical assistance
from the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). Inter-
national cooperation was aligned with the country’s priorities,
and loans were reallocated to purchase supplies and drugs and
to direct care toward vulnerable populations, cooperation
modalities that were, in many cases, unprecedented. Even in this
context, there were donations in the face of catastrophes, such as
the flood that hit Santa Fe in April 2003, when the province re-
ceived support from various international donors, including the
European Union.

International cooperation funds and technical assistance
received by Argentina fall into the following categories: multi-
lateral cooperation; bilateral cooperation; cooperation from non-
governmental and international organizations; and decentralized
cooperation. Cooperation may be classified by type: financial,
which includes loans and donations, with or without national
matching funds, and technical assistance, which includes the
provision of technicians and consultants by international orga-
nizations, as well as other contributions, such as financing for
seminars or participation in international meetings. Programs
that have emerged from the Iberoamerican Summits, which em-
body the commitments issued at the meetings of Chiefs of State
and Heads of Government, to bolster Iberoamerican cooperation,
also should be taken into consideration.
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