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Abstract: Diarrhea and respiratory diseases are the leading causes of morbidity and mortality among
<5-year-olds worldwide, but systematic data are not available from Mauritania. We conducted a
hospital-based retrospective study. Data on admissions to Mauritania’s National Referral Hospital
(the main pediatric referral center in the country), due to diarrhea and respiratory diseases,
during 2011–2014, were analyzed. A total of 3695 children <5 years were hospitalized during this
period; 665 (18.0%) due to respiratory diseases, and 829 (22.4%) due to diarrhea. Case fatality rates in
the respiratory diseases and diarrhea groups were 18.0% (120/665) and 14.1% (117/829), respectively.
The highest frequency of deaths due to diarrhea occurred in the age group 2–5 years (16/76; 21.0%),
and due to respiratory diseases in the age group 6–12 months (32/141; 22.6%). We conclude that case
fatality rates caused by respiratory diseases and diarrhea are extremely high in children hospitalized
at the National Referral Hospital. These data call for intensified efforts to reduce deaths among
hospitalized Mauritanian children, and also for integrated control measures to prevent and reduce the
burden of both diseases. Additional studies are needed to show the effectiveness of the introduction
of vaccination programs for pneumococcal diseases and rotavirus infection in the child population,
which were launched in November 2013 and December 2014, respectively.
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1. Introduction

Diarrhea and respiratory diseases are the leading causes of morbidity and mortality among
children under five years of age, over the world [1,2]. Despite the decline in the burden of diarrhea
and respiratory diseases since 2005, they still pose a major public health burden [3]. Both of these
infectious diseases have always been in the 10 top causes of deaths among children, especially in
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low- and middle-income countries [4]. Globally, rotavirus and Streptococcus pneumoniae are the most
common causes of severe diarrhea and respiratory infections in children, contributing to 28% and
18% of diarrhea cases and respiratory infections, respectively [2,5]. Given the high morbidity and
mortality of diseases caused by these pathogens, the World Health Organization (WHO) recommended
vaccination with rotavirus and pneumococcal conjugate vaccines (PCV13) [6,7].

Mauritania is an Arabic–African country, located between North and West Africa, on the Atlantic
Ocean. It has a population of approximately 3.5 million and more than one-third of the population
lives in Nouakchott territory [8]. The number of children aged 0–5 years was estimated to be 17% of
the general population in 2015 [9]. In the Arabic region, including Mauritania, respiratory diseases
and diarrhea account for about 50% of all post-neonatal deaths [10].

The Global Burden of Diseases study estimated that, in Mauritania, mortality from diarrhea was
10.5% (95% CI: 7.6%–14.4%) and that from respiratory disease was 12.8% (9.4%–17.1%) of the total
deaths, among children <5 years [3]. From 2005 to 2016, the mortality associated with these diseases in
the country decreased by 33.5% and 12.2%, respectively. In spite of this decrease, respiratory diseases
are still the second leading cause of deaths [3]. Diarrhea also remains the third leading cause of deaths
among children aged 0–5 years. The death rate per 100,000 was estimated at 110.3 in 1990, 85 in 2005
and 50.2 in 2016 [3].

There are no systematic baseline data available on the burden of diarrhea and respiratory diseases
among children aged 0–5 years, in Mauritania. The aim of this study was to identify the proportion
and case fatality rates of diarrhea and respiratory diseases in children of age 0–5 years, who have been
hospitalized during 2011–2014, at the largest pediatric referral hospital in Mauritania.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Setting

The study was performed in Nouakchott territory, which represents 1/3 of Mauritania population,
at the National Referral Hospital—the main pediatric referral hospital in Mauritania. The hospital
was constructed in 1966 with more than 450 beds. It was the first and largest tertiary hospital in
Mauritania and aimed to receive severely-ill patients, transferred from any health facilities throughout
the country. The pediatric services at this hospital have a capacity of about 100 beds with 1000–1500
hospitalizations annually, and receive about 300–500 high-risk children, transferred annually from
outside of Nouakchott, to be admitted to this hospital.

2.2. Inclusion Criteria and Variables

We conducted a retrospective study based on analyses of the registries of pediatric admissions to
the hospital. All hospitalizations of children aged 0–5 years due to respiratory diseases or diarrhea,
from 1 January 2011 to 31 December 2014, were included. We aimed to describe the status before
effective implementation of the vaccination programs, whose significant effects were expected to start
after this period. Case definitions are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Case definitions of diarrhea and respiratory diseases used for data abstraction (ICD-10 codes).

Diarrhea Respiratory Diseases

Non-infectious
gastroenteritis (K52)

Pneumonia, bronchopneumonia, pneumonitis,
acute respiratory infection (J18; J13; J15; J22)

Infectious gastroenteritis
(A09)

Bronchitis, acute respiratory distress syndrome,
asthma (J06; J20; J22; J80)

Data available included age, sex, admission and discharge dates, diagnosis on admission and
discharge, and outcome (deceased, discharged). If the patient had a diagnosis of both diarrhea and
respiratory diseases, we recorded it as both cases, but hospitalization was counted only once.
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2.3. Data Analysis

Data were entered into Microsoft Office Excel 2007 spreadsheets, checked for entry-related errors
and analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version 22) (IBM, SPSS Inc.,
Chicago, IL, USA). Death and discharge rates were calculated based on the total number of
hospitalizations in the corresponding diagnostic groups. Statistical significance of differences between
groups was evaluated by the chi-squared test.

3. Results

3.1. General Characteristics

From 1 January 2011 to 31 December 2014, a total of 3695 children aged 0–5 years was hospitalized.
Children aged 0–5 months accounted for 38%, those aged 0–11 months for 50.4%, and those aged
0–23 months for 73.4% of all hospitalized children. Most children were living in Nouakchott territory
(81.9%), while those transferred from other regions accounted for 18.1%. Vaccination cards were
complete and up-to-date in 55% of cases, incomplete in 35% of cases, and absent or not clear in 10%.

From these hospitalizations, 665 (18.0%) were admitted due to respiratory diseases, and 829 (22.4%)
due to diarrhea (Table 2). The highest relative frequency of hospitalizations that occurred in
<6-month-olds were 47.0% for respiratory diseases, and 31.9% for diarrhea. A total of 68% of all
hospitalizations were treated with an antibiotic. Infectious gastroenteritis accounted for 65% of
diarrheal diseases, and 78% of respiratory diseases were related to bronchopneumonia.

Table 2. Characteristics of children admitted due to diarrhea and/or respiratory diseases (n = 1494).

Characteristics Diarrhea
n (%)

Respiratory Diseases
n (%)

Total
n (%)

Sex:
Male 347 (41.8) 296 (44.5) 643 (43)

Female 482 (58.2) 369 (55.5) 851(57)

Age:
<6 months 264 (31.8) 312 (46.9) 576 (38.6)

6 months <1 year 258 (31.2) 141 (21.2) 399 (26.7)
1 year <2 years 231 (27.8) 109 (16.4) 340 (22.7)
2 years <5 years 76 (9.2) 103 (15.5) 179 (12)

Year of admission:
2011 203 (24.7) 166 (24.9) 369 (24.7)
2012 207 (24.9) 165 (24.8) 372 (24.9)
2013 258 (28.2) 163 (24.5) 421 (28.2)
2014 161 (22.2) 171 (25.7) 332 (22.2)

Total 829 (55.4) 665 (44.6) 1494 (100)

There was no clear seasonal pattern of diarrhea, with the exception of a prominent peak in August
2013 (n = 69; Figure 1a). The frequency of cases of respiratory diseases varied, throughout the years
and months, without any clear seasonal patterns (Figure 1b). The highest number of respiratory cases
was observed in January 2011 (n = 36).
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Figure 1. (a) Monthly variation of cases of diarrhea, stratified by year. X-axis: months of the year; y-
axis: absolute number of cases. (b) Monthly variation of cases of respiratory diseases, stratified by 
year. X-axis: months of the year; y-axis: absolute number of cases. 
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Table 4). The case fatality rates due to respiratory disease were highest in infants, with 19.5% in <6-
month-olds, and 22.6% in 6–11-month-olds. (Table 4). 

Table 4 presents case fatality rates due to both diarrhea and respiratory diseases, stratified by 
age, sex and year of submission. Case fatality rates were slightly, but not significantly, higher in 
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Table 3. Outcome of diarrhea and respiratory diseases and the average of hospitalization periods in 
children <5 years of age. 
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0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

2011 2012 2013 2014

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

2011 2012 2013 2014

Figure 1. (a) Monthly variation of cases of diarrhea, stratified by year. X-axis: months of the year;
y-axis: absolute number of cases. (b) Monthly variation of cases of respiratory diseases, stratified by
year. X-axis: months of the year; y-axis: absolute number of cases.

3.2. Outcomes and Associated Factors

About 1/7 of the hospitalized children with diarrhea or respiratory diseases died (Table 3).
Case fatality rates were similarly high for both groups (Table 3). The highest frequency of deaths
after admission due to diarrhea occurred in the <6-month-olds (15.9%) and in the >2-year-olds
(21.0%, Table 4). The case fatality rates due to respiratory disease were highest in infants, with 19.5% in
<6-month-olds, and 22.6% in 6–11-month-olds. (Table 4).

Table 3. Outcome of diarrhea and respiratory diseases and the average of hospitalization periods in
children <5 years of age.

Outcome Diarrhea n (%) Respiratory Diseases n (%)

Discharge 712 (85.9) 545 (81.9)
Death 117 (14.1) 120 (18.1)

Average length of stay in days (mean and SD) 5.28 (4.36) 5.66 (4.86)
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Table 4. Case fatality rates due to diarrhea and respiratory diseases, stratified by sex, age and year
of submission.

Variable Diarrhea Deaths
n (%) p Value Respiratory Diseases Deaths

n (%) p Value

Sex:
Male 44/347 (12.6) 60/296 (20.2)

Female 73/482 (15.1) 0.35 60/369 (16.2) 0.16

Age:
<6 months 42/264 (15.9) 61/312 (19.5)

6 months <1 year 30/258 (11.6) 32/141 (22.6)
1 year <2 years 29/231 (12.5) 15/109 (13.7)
2 years <5 years 16/76 (21.0) 0.74 12/103 (11.6) 0.049

Year of submission:
2011 22/203 (10.8) 33/166 (19.8)
2012 41/207 (19.8) 33/165 (20.0)
2013 39/258 (15.1) 31/163 (19.0)
2014 15/161 (9.3) 0.58 23/171 (13.4) 0.15

Table 4 presents case fatality rates due to both diarrhea and respiratory diseases, stratified by age,
sex and year of submission. Case fatality rates were slightly, but not significantly, higher in females,
in the diarrhea group, and slightly higher in males, in the respiratory disease group. There was
a considerable decrease in case fatality rates in both groups in the year 2014, as compared to the
previous years.

4. Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first systematic, hospital-based study on the burden
of diarrhea and respiratory diseases among hospitalized children in Mauritania. Our study was
conducted in the highest populated city in Mauritania. The data show that both diseases were
important causes for hospitalization, and that they caused extremely high case-fatality rates, in the
child population. These results are in line with previous studies that have shown that diarrhea
and respiratory diseases contribute to a high morbidity and mortality among pediatric patients in
developing countries [2,11–13].

At the time of this study, there was only one referral hospital in the country, particularly in
Nouakchott city, with poor quality of care services, in addition to poor general hygiene conditions
in the city. Being a referral center, the hospital receives the most complicated cases from all different
regions of the country, annually. These factors may explain the extremely high case fatality rates in
pediatric patients hospitalized with diarrhea and respiratory diseases. In fact, according to a study
conducted in 2012, 2150 people, including 1700 children less than five years of age, die each year from
diarrhea in Mauritania, and 90% of these deaths are directly attributable to the poor quality of water,
sanitation, and hygiene [14]. In addition, many patients present to the health system after a relatively
high time lapse since the start of symptoms, as a result of difficult access to the health system, and also
a low awareness of the urgency of these conditions, in the child population.

Despite the progress made by the government in order to reduce the morbidity and case fatality
of both diarrhea and respiratory diseases, such as the promotion of effective interventions and
the improvement of available treatment and vaccines, the Ministry of Health of Mauritania still
lists respiratory diseases and diarrhea as the first and second leading causes of death, respectively,
among children aged 0–5 years [15]. The Ministry of Health of Mauritania officially introduced
pneumococcal vaccine (PCV13) in November 2013 and rotavirus vaccine (Rotarix) in December 2014.
As our study mostly covers the period before the effective introduction of these vaccine programs,
and some time is needed until the effect can be observed on a population level, additional studies are
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needed to show the effect of these interventions on child health in the country. In addition, two new
hospitals were inaugurated in Nouakchott, in 2013, with a possible positive effect on health outcomes.

Of the 55% of cases in which a vaccination card was available, 60% were vaccinated with PCV13
by December 2014. The decrease in the number of hospitalizations due to respiratory diseases in 2014,
as compared to the previous years (as was observed in our study), might already indicate the first effect
of PCV13 vaccine introduction in 2013 in Mauritania. However, it could also be expected that the most
significant effects of vaccination programs will only be observed after the study period. In fact, in other
countries, a significant reduction of morbidity and mortality has been reported after the introduction
of vaccine programs. For example, in South Africa, pneumococcal vaccination programs contributed to
a reduction of 69% of the incidence of invasive pneumococcal disease [7]. In Mexico, rotavirus vaccine
contributed to a 38% reduction in diarrhea associated with hospitalization [16], and a 50% reduction in
diarrhea associated with death [17].

The number of hospitalizations due to diarrheal diseases in the <6-month-olds were the highest
among all age groups. In contrast, the highest frequency of hospitalization due to respiratory diseases
was among children aged 6–11 months. This finding may further indicate that the introduction of
rotavirus vaccine (at age of 6 and 10 weeks) and PCV13 vaccine (at age of 6, 10 and 14 weeks) will have a
major impact in reducing the burden of diarrhea and respiratory diseases. Our results were supported
by other findings that reported the highest number of hospitalizations was among children aged
0–11 months, in other countries [1,2,18,19]. These two age groups were also the most common age
groups hospitalized for a long period, with a minimum of two days of stay at the hospital.

The majority of hospitalizations in our study were for females (57%), and diarrhea-associated
deaths were also higher among them, similar to a previous study from Bangladesh [20]. On the other
hand, respiratory disease-associated deaths were more common in males than females (20% vs. 16%).
This finding is supported by previous studies from low, middle and high-income countries that
reported the occurrence of respiratory diseases to be more frequent in males than females [21–23].
However, the differences found in our study were not statistically significant, and it is difficult to
speculate on reasons for these sex differences based on the nature of the study design.

We did not observe any clear seasonal patterns for either of the diseases, as climatic conditions
are similar throughout the year, with the exception of rainfall that almost exclusively occurs in July,
August, and September. Singular peaks during different months throughout the years as observed in
our study indicate outbreaks, such as a diarrhea outbreak during the rainy season in 2013, especially in
Brakna region, with the majority of cases being transferred to the National Hospital in Nouakchott.
However, the etiological agent of this outbreak was not known, and the event was only rudimentarily
documented in the lay media [24].

Our study was subject to limitations. The analysis of secondary hospital data might present
inconsistencies in quantity (such as missing information) and quality (such as diagnostic errors).
In addition, the number of variables to be analyzed was limited. Despite these limitations, the analyzed
data can be considered as consistent, as they are derived from a single source, and are based on
standardized procedures, within the National Referral Hospital, which did not change throughout the
study period. As the hospital was the unique referral hospital nationwide, during the study period,
data may be considered representative for hospitalized children in the country. However, as this
was not a population-based study, we were unable to calculate any hospitalization or incidence rates.
We also could not directly conclude on the epidemiological situation of the diseases, under study,
in the country. This is because access to the health system is not equal and the rural areas are especially
underserved. Therefore, children may have presented at a late stage of the disease with a considerably
increased risk of death, and others may have died on their long way to the hospital. As laboratory
testing for diarrhea and pneumonia is not provided on a routine basis in Mauritania, and as the study
was performed without any funding, information on pathogens was not available.

Difficult access to health facilities and to effective treatment remains a major hindrance to
prevention and treatment of childhood diseases. The quality of healthcare services still suffers from
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some drawbacks, and many children are treated outside health facilities. Primary healthcare facilities
are insufficient. Recent studies conducted in Nouakchott reported that less than 44% of children were
taken to a healthcare facility, and only 26% of households had access to safe drinking water sources,
while 70% of the population had access to improved latrines [9,14]. The situation in rural areas is
even worse.

5. Conclusions

Our study demonstrated that diarrhea and respiratory diseases accounted for a high number of
hospitalizations and deaths among children aged 0–5 years in Mauritania’s main referral hospital.
These findings call for intensified efforts, and specific programs and policies, to improve vaccination
coverage, access to resources of safe water, intensify health education, and improve access to and quality
of healthcare, in order to control and reduce the morbidity and mortality caused by respiratory diseases
and diarrhea in children. Clinicians should be alert to early diagnosis and to prevent complications
and death. Future studies are needed to show the effectiveness of the introduction of vaccination
programs for pneumococcal diseases and rotavirus infection in the child population, since 2013.
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