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Background: Despite indications that infection-related mortality in sub-Saharan Africa may be decreas-
ing and the burden of non-communicable diseases increasing, the overwhelming reality is that health
information systems across most of sub-Saharan Africa remain too weak to track epidemiological tran-
sition in a meaningful and effective way. Proposals: We propose a minimum dataset as the basis of a
functional health information system in countries where health information is lacking. This would involve
continuous monitoring of cause-specific mortality through routine civil registration, regular documenta-
tion of exposure to leading risk factors, and monitoring effective coverage of key preventive and curative
interventions in the health sector. Consideration must be given as to how these minimum data require-
ments can be effectively integrated within national health information systems, what methods and tools
are needed, and ensuring that ethical and political issues are addressed. A more strategic approach to
health information systems in sub-Saharan African countries, along these lines, is essential if epidemi-
ological changes are to be tracked effectively for the benefit of local health planners and policy makers.
Conclusion: African countries have a unique opportunity to capitalize on modern information and com-
munications technology in order to achieve this. Methodological standards need to be established and
political momentum fostered so that the African continent’s health status can be reliably tracked. This will
greatly strengthen the evidence base for health policies and facilitate the effective delivery of services.
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