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Abstract

Background: This study estimated the incidence of major amputation for people in North Queensland, Australia,
examined changes in amputation rates over time and investigated survival after major amputation.

Methods: This was a retrospective study of patients who underwent a major amputation above the ankle between
2000 and 2015. Major amputation rates and incidence rate ratios (IRR) were calculated using census data to define
the at-risk population. Associations between risk factors and calendar year with major amputation were assessed
using quasipoisson regression. Kaplan-Meier survival and Cox-proportional hazard analyses estimated the incidence
of and risk factors for all-cause mortality.

Results: The annual incidence of major amputation was estimated to be greater in Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islanders than non-Indigenous people (IRR 2.75, 95 % Cl 1.92 to 3.84). After adjusting for population growth, the
annual incidence of major amputations did not change significantly over time for either groups. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people were at greater risk of all-cause mortality after major amputation compared to non-
Indigenous people, although this association was not significant after adjusting for other risk factors (hazard ratio
1.24, 95 % Cl 0.82 to 1.90).

Conclusions: The incidence of major amputation in North Queensland has not reduced over time, indicating the
need for better preventative treatments, particularly in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.
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Background

Lower extremity amputations, including excision of toes
(usually referred to as minor amputation) and amputa-
tions above the ankle (usually referred to as major am-
putation), are significant complications of diabetes-
related peripheral neuropathy and peripheral artery dis-
ease (PAD) [1]. Individuals that undergo a major ampu-
tation have reduced quality of life and approximately
three fold higher risk of mortality than people who have
not undergone a major amputation [2]. There is consid-
erable variation in amputation rates in different geo-
graphical locations [1]. The reported cumulative age-
adjusted incidence of first lower extremity amputations
in the United Kingdom ranges from 5 to 176 per 100,
000 across different centres [1].

Recent studies have suggested a decline in major am-
putation rates despite a rise in the prevalence of diabetes
[1, 3]. A report from Queensland Australia has suggested
a significant 45 % decrease in diabetes-related major am-
putations between 2005 and 2010 [4]. There has been
limited study of trends in major amputation rates in
high-risk sub-populations, such as Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people. Census data suggest that Aborigi-
nal and Torres Strait Islander people represent approxi-
mately 3% of the total Australian population [5].
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people more fre-
quently have risk factors for major amputation, such as
PAD [6], diabetes, end-stage renal disease [7] and smok-
ing [8]. A study from Western Australia reported that
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with dia-
betes were approximately 40 times more likely to
undergo a major amputation compared to non-
Indigenous people with diabetes during the years 2000
to 2008 [9]. Similarly, in a centre in Cairns, Australia,
where approximately 10 % of the population are Aborigi-
nal or Torres Strait Islander people [10], 52 % of major
amputations between 1998 and 2008 occurred in this
group [11]. Collectively, these data highlight a high inci-
dence of major amputation in Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people [12]. There has been no previous
study of trends in major amputation rates over time in
this population or comparison of clinical outcomes be-
tween Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and
non-Indigenous people having major amputations. Such
data are important in order to assess whether current
services for the high-risk foot are achieving their goals.
The current study was focused in North Queensland,
Australia where the prevalence of diabetes-related foot
disease is reported to be high [11, 13]. This study aimed
to assess the annual incidence of and trends over time in
major amputation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
lander and non-Indigenous people in North Queensland.
The study also aimed to identify significant risk factors
for major amputation and compare the survival of
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-

Indigenous people after major amputation.

Methods

Design

This was a retrospective study performed by assessing
hospital records on all patients who underwent a non-
traumatic major amputation at The Townsville Hospital
and Health Service (THHS) between 2000 and 2015.
The THHS is the main tertiary centre and health service
for Northern Queensland. It has a geographical coverage
of approximately 148,000 square kilometres and serves
approximately 4.8 % of the total Queensland population
[14]. Approximately 8 % of individuals residing in this
region are of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander des-
cent, which is nearly double the average for Queensland
[14]. Ethical approval was granted from the Townsville
Hospital and Health Services Ethics Committee (HREC/
13/QTHS/125) and this included a patient consent wai-
ver, which was required due to the retrospective design
of the study [15, 16]. A 5-member Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander reference committee from James Cook
University was consulted for approval of the research as
previously described [13]. All methods were carried out
in accordance with relevant guidelines and regulations.
Patients who underwent a major amputation (including
above the knee amputation [AKA], below the knee am-
putation [BKA], or hindquarter amputation [HQA])
were included. Patients who underwent these operations
were identified from the operating rooms management
system (ORMIS). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
status was based on self-identification by patients at the
time of admission. These data were extracted from hos-
pital records.

Measures

Clinical characteristics collected for each patient in-
cluded: age at the time of amputation; sex; history of
diabetes, hypertension, PAD, ischaemic heart disease
(IHD) and end-stage renal disease (ESRD); and operation
type. Hypertension and diabetes were defined by history
or medical treatment for these conditions. IHD was de-
fined by a history of myocardial infarction, angina or
coronary revascularization. ESRD was defined by re-
quirement for dialysis. PAD was defined by an ankle-
brachial index (ABI) < 0.9 and/or imaging demonstrating
stenosis or occlusion of the lower limb arteries as previ-
ously described [14, 15]. Operative data were obtained
from the ORMIS. Clinical characteristics and follow-up
data were retrieved from out-patient visits, hospital chart
reviews and inpatient admissions as previously described
[14, 15]. Data from these sources were reviewed by the
investigators to ensure their accuracy. The primary out-
come recorded from follow-up data was all-cause
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mortality which was defined to include deaths from any
cause. If a patient did not die their follow-up was cen-
sored at the date of their last recorded hospital visit. The
secondary outcome recorded was the requirement for
contralateral major amputation.

Statistical analysis

The annual, population-standardised incidence of major
amputation in relation to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander status, age and diabetes status was estimated
with the following assumptions about the population
serviced by the THHS:

i) It included 217,893 individuals located in
Townsville, Charters Towers, Ingham, Cardwell,
Ayr, Magnetic and Palm Islands, Home Hill,
Hughenden and Richmond [14] based on the 2011
Australian Bureau of Statistics Census [17];

ii) 15,409 individuals were Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander people and 189,684 were non-Indigenous
based on the 2011 Australian Bureau of Statistics
Census [17]. Individuals that did not state Aborigi-
nal or Torres Strait Islander Status (# = 12,800)
were re-assigned to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people or non-Indigenous categories in
proportion to the numbers recorded for those who
did report Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander sta-
tus (i.e. in the ratio 15,409: 189,684 for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous
people, respectively).

iii) The numbers of at-risk individuals (i.e. Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous
people with and without diabetes) in different age
groups (0-34; 35—44; 45-54; >55) were estimated
using state-wide diabetes prevalence rates reported
by the Australian Bureau of Statistics [18]. The age
categories used were chosen to match the age clas-
sifications provided by the available state-wide dia-
betes prevalence rates [18];

iv) Since an estimate of the at-risk population size was
only available for the calendar year 2011, the at-risk
population for the remaining years in the study
period was estimated assuming constant population
growth. In particular, estimates of the at-risk popu-
lation sizes backward in time to the year 2000 and
forward in time to the year 2015 were generated as-
suming a 2 % (multiplicative) annual decrease or in-
crease in the baseline 2011 value (in line with the
estimated annual population growth rate in the
THHS catchment over this period [19]) across all
groups.

A reported weakness of the Australian census is an
under-estimate of the number of Aboriginal and Torres
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Strait Islander people (approximately 14.7 %, standard
error 2.6 %) for Queensland [5]. Sensitivity analyses were
therefore performed to account for (i) potential errors in
the classification of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in the census data; (ii) a potential census under-
count in the total Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
populations; and (iii) variation in the annual growth rate
in the population across the study period. In the first
sensitivity analysis, individuals who were not classified in
the census (i.e. not specified to be Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander or non-Indigenous) were considered non-
Indigenous. In the second sensitivity analysis, the at-risk
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population was in-
creased by 20 % to account for a potential census under-
count in this group and the unspecified individuals were
removed from the analysis [5]. In the final sensitivity
analysis the population growth rate was varied between
0.5 and 10 % per annum. The annual incidence of major
amputation was estimated as the number of crude am-
putations in each calendar year (numerator) over the
size of the estimated at-risk population for the relevant
calendar year (denominator) as previously described [4].
Major amputation incidence rates were stratified by
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status and were
expressed per 100,000. Incidence rate ratios (IRR) were
calculated to compare annual major amputation inci-
dence rates between groups. Trends in annual major
amputation rates per 100,000 for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander and non-Indigenous people were graphic-
ally compared with national major amputation rates ob-
tained from the Australasian Vascular Audit (AVA)
between 2010 and 2014 [20]. To account for over disper-
sion in amputation data, quasipoisson regression was
used to assess the effect of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander status, age, sex, diabetes status and calendar
year on the annual incidence of major amputations [21].
The regression model incorporated estimates of the
population size in each subcategory as an offset.

Clinical characteristics were compared between Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous people. Histo-
grams, skewness and kurtosis tests suggested that continuous
data were not normally distributed. Thus, continuous data
were summarized using median values and inter-quartile
ranges and compared between groups using the Mann-
Whitney U test. Nominal data were presented as count and
percent (unless otherwise stated) and compared using chi-
squared and Fisher’s exact tests. Kaplan-Meier analysis was
used to examine patterns of all-cause mortality in Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous people, with
differences compared using the log rank test. Multivariable
Cox proportional hazards analysis was used to assess the as-
sociation between ethnicity and all-cause mortality, adjusting
for relevant confounding variables (age, sex, IHD, diabetes,
ESRD and hypertension). These variables were included in
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the Cox proportional hazard analysis as they are established
risk factors for mortality [6]. All Cox regression models pre-
sented in this paper were found to conform to the propor-
tional hazards assumption. Analyses were performed using
STATA version 16.1 (StataCorp, College Station, Texas,
USA) and R version 34.4 (www.r-project.org/). P values <
0.01 were considered statistically significant.

Results

Patient characteristics

During the study period, 374 patients underwent a non-
traumatic lower limb major amputation. Of these, 70
(18.7 %) patients identified as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
lander people and 304 patients identified as non-Indigenous
(Table 1). Patients identifying as Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people were more likely to be female (51.4% vs.
31.9 %, p = 0.002), have diabetes (83.3 % vs. 50.4 %, p < 0.001)
and ESRD (31.5 % vs. 14.7 %, p = 0.003) than non-Indigenous
patients. There were no statistically significant differences in
the type of major amputation performed in Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous patients.

Estimated annual incidence of major amputation

The estimated annual major amputation rates in both
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-
Indigenous people were higher than the previously re-
ported national Australian averages (Fig. 1). The
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incidence of major amputation was higher in Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander compared with non-
Indigenous people (IRR 2.75, 95% confidence interval
(CI) 1.92 to 3.84). Diabetes, male sex, ESRD and older
age were also associated with a higher rate of amputa-
tion (Table 2). Sensitivity analyses suggested that the re-
ported associations between amputation and Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander status, diabetes, ESRD, sex
and age were robust (see Supplementary Table 1). When
it was assumed that there was a static background popu-
lation (0% annual growth rate) over the 16-year study
period a slight increase in amputation incidence over
time was estimated (IRR 1.04 95% CI [1.01-1.07]). This
effect was lost when an annual population growth rate
of 2% was assumed (IRR 1.02 95 % CI [0.99-1.05]) and
only began to reverse once the annual growth rate in the
background population was assumed to exceed 5% (see
Supplementary Table 2).

All-cause mortality and contralateral major amputation

The median (inter-quartile range) follow-up of Aborigi-
nal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous pa-
tients were 2.3 (0.4 to 5.7) and 3.3 (1.3 to 8.1) years,
respectively (p = 0.020). Kaplan-Meier survival curves il-
lustrating the cumulative proportion of patients with a
major amputation who survived are shown in Fig. 2. A
greater proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Table 1 Comparison of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous patients

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (n=70) Non-Indigenous ( n=304) p-value
Characteristics at recruitment
Age 56.0 (44.0-65.3) 68.0 (54.0-75.8) <0.001
Males 4 (48.6 %) 207 (68.1 %) 0.002
Diabetes 5(83.3%) 3 (504 %) <0.001
Hypertension 6 (66.7 %) 2 (65.2%) 0.831
IHD 7 (50.0 %) 2 (46.2 %) 0611
PAD 9 (53.7 %) 7 (55.5 %) 0.100
ESRD 7 (31.5%) 39 (14.7 %) 0.003
Outcomes during follow-up
Amputation 0.789
AKA 28 (40.0 %) 131 (43.1 %)
BKA 42 (60.0 %) 172 (56.6 %)
HQA 0 (0%) 1(03%)
Contralateral amputation 10 (14.3 %) 33 (10.9 %) 0417
Death 47 (67.1 %) 160 (52.6 %) 0.028
Follow-up (years) 23 (04-5.7) 33 (1.3-8.1) 0.020

Continuous data are presented as median [interquartile range] and were compared using Mann-Whitney U test. Nominal data are presented as number (%) and

were compared using Pearson’s x2 test

IHD ischaemic heart disease, PAD peripheral artery disease, ESRD end-stage renal disease, AKA above knee amputation, BKA below knee amputation,

HQA hindquarter amputation
P-values highlighted in bold indicate significant differences
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Annual major amputation rates among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People
and Non-Indigenous People between 2000 and 2015
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Fig. 1 Estimated annual major amputation incidence for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous people between 2000 and
2015. Incidence presented per 100,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and non-Indigenous people using the 2011 census as the at-risk
population. The at-risk population denominator was adjusted throughout the study period based on an annual population growth rate of 2 %.
The circular points represent trends in amputation incidence in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. The square points represent trends in
amputation rates in non-Indigenous people. The triangular points represent national Australian amputation rates (Australasian Vascular Audit

[AVA]). Vertical lines represent the 95 % Cl. For the AVA data financial year estimates are presented

Islander patients died during follow-up compared to
non-Indigenous patients (56.7% vs. 42.7% at 3 years
follow-up). Differences in the cumulative proportions
between groups were statistically significant (log-rank
test p = 0.005). In the unadjusted Cox proportional ana-
lysis, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander patients who
underwent a major amputation were at greater risk of
all-cause mortality during follow-up compared to non-
Indigenous patients (hazard ratio, HR, 1.59, 95 % CI 1.14
to 2.20; p=0.006). The association remained significant
when adjusted for age and sex (HR 1.79, 95 % CI 1.28 to
2.51, p=0.001) but no longer remained significant when
adjusted for age, sex, IHD, ESRD and hypertension (HR
1.24, 95% CI 0.82 to 1.90, p=0.309) (Table 3). ESRD
was significantly associated with a greater risk of all-
cause mortality in the adjusted analysis (HR 1.90, 95 %
CI 1.30 to 2.77, p=0.001). No significant difference in
the incidence of contralateral major amputation was

Table 2 Independent risk factors for major amputation
identified through quasipoisson regression

Characteristic IRR (95 % Cl) P-value
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people  2.75 (1.92-3.84) <0.001
Diabetes 12.77 (9.28-16.81) <0.001
Male sex 200 (154-261)  <0.001
Age 0-34 years Reference

Age 35-44 years 3.51 (1.84-6.79) <0.001
Age 45-54 years 535(3.02-987)  <0.001
Age > 55 years 1157 (7.02-20.29) < 0.001

For binary variables, patients that did not have the risk factor were used as the
reference group
Cl confidence interval, IRR incidence rate ratio

observed between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
or non-Indigenous patients (14.3 % vs. 10.9 % respect-
ively, p =0.417, Table 1 and Supplementary Fig. 1).

Discussion
Recent systematic reviews have reported a decline in the
incidence of major amputation in various countries and
attributed this to improved multi-disciplinary care of the
high-risk foot [1, 3] This finding is consistent with re-
cent analyses of data from the Australian population [4,
20, 22, 23]. The age- and sex-adjusted incidence rates of
major amputations in Queensland were reported to de-
crease by 26 % in the general population and 45 % in
people with diabetes between 2005 to 2010 [4]. Similarly,
Kurowski and colleagues reported a 6 % annual decline
in major amputation rates in people that had diabetes in
Western Australia from 2000 to 2010 [23]. The Freman-
tle Diabetes Study (FDS) reported a 72 % reduced risk of
lower limb amputation in two cohorts with type II dia-
betes from the same Australian community over a 15-
year period [22]. In the current study the estimated an-
nual incidence of major amputation did not significantly
change during the period from 2000 to 2015 and was
higher than reported Australian national incidence rates
for the available time period [20]. Reasons for this con-
trasting trend have not been identified in this study. It
may reflect a growing burden of risk factors for major
amputations in the North Queensland population [11,
13]. It may also be related to poor implementation of
optimal medical and foot care management [24, 25].
Direct comparisons of major amputation rates be-
tween other studies are difficult since there is consider-
able variation in the methods used in previous
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amputation who survived. Differences between groups were compared using the log-rank test (p = 0.005). The thick line represents the
cumulative proportion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people that survived. The interrupted line represents cumulative proportion of non-

Indigenous people that survived. Vertical lines represent participants who were censored during follow-up

investigations [1, 20]. A number of previous investiga-
tions have reported the cumulative incidence of major
amputation or compared the amputation rates at two
time points to illustrate the change in major amputa-
tions rates over time [1]. These studies have used a fixed
at-risk population denominator throughout the study
period which was obtained from census data [1, 9, 26].
Interpretation of these prior analyses are difficult as they
did not account for population growth and did not cap-
ture trends in amputation incidence over time [1]. In the
current study sensitivity analyses were performed to
allow for various possible rates of population growth.
When using a fixed at-risk population size a significant
but small increase in major amputation incidence over
time was observed. When an annual population growth
rate of 2% was assumed, which is representative of the
average per annum population growth rate for Towns-
ville [19], no significant change in amputation rate over
time was observed.

The clinical characteristics of people undergoing major
amputation in this study were comparable to other Aus-
tralian reports [9, 11]. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
lander people who underwent a major amputation were
more likely to be of younger age, have diabetes and be
female than non-Indigenous patients, consistent with
some previous reports from regional populations in
Australia and internationally [11, 27]. They were also
more likely to have a diagnosis of ESRD, which is con-
sistent with a previous study in North Queensland [28].
After adjusting for age and sex differences, Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people were approximately
twice as likely, as non-indigenous people, to die during
follow-up. After adjusting for differences in the preva-
lence of IHD, diabetes, ESRD and hypertension this in-
creased risk of mortality disappeared. Individuals with
ESRD had approximately 2-fold greater risk of mortality.
The findings suggest that the increased mortality rate in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people was likely

Table 3 Cox proportional hazard analyses for the association between participant characteristics and all-cause mortality

Unadjusted HR (95 %ClI) P-value Adjusted HR? (95 %Cl) P-value
Death
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 1.59 (1.14-2.20) 0.006 1.24 (0.82-1.90) 0.309
Age 1.02 (1.01-1.03) <0.001 1.03 (1.01-1.04) <0.001
Female sex 1.39 (1.05-1.84) 0.021 140 (1.01-1.93) 0.044
Diabetes 1.88 (1.35-2.60) <0.001 1.34 (0.95-1.90) 0.097
Hypertension 2.20 (1.53-3.17) <0.001 1.28 (0.86-1.90) 0.226
IHD 1.94 (1.42-2.66) <0.001 1.20 (0.85-1.68) 0299
ESRD 251 (1.77-3.55) <0.001 1.90 (1.30-2.77) 0.001

Cl confidence interval, HR hazard ratio, IHD Ischaemic heart disease, ESRD end-stage renal disease. Statistically significant associations are shown in bold text
Results are adjusted for age, sex, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status, IHD, diabetes, ESRD and hypertension
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because of their high rate of co-morbidities, particularly
ESRD [28]. This observation has also been identified in
other populations [29].

This study had several limitations including its retro-
spective design and relatively small sample size. The study
used participants’ self-identifying as Aboriginal people and
Torres Strait Islanders at the time of admission. This was
not cross-referenced with any other records and it is
therefore possible that the number of Aboriginal people
and Torres Strait Islanders may have been under or over
estimated. Patient data were obtained retrospectively from
hospital records and data on smoking were not recorded
due to inconsistent reporting of smoking behaviour in
hospital charts. This is a recognised limitation of data
from hospital records and has been highlighted in previ-
ous datasets [30]. Higher quality data is required to better
assess the prevalence of risk factors for lower limb ampu-
tations in both Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Is-
landers and non-Indigenous Australians. Comparisons of
major amputation rates with other populations was diffi-
cult due to the marked heterogeneity in reporting of these
data in previous studies [1, 3]. Furthermore, comparisons
with national major amputation rates were limited to a 4
year period [20]. Importantly, estimates of the number of
Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders within the
population and the prevalence of diabetes within the
THHS catchment area were based upon data collected at
single time points. We were unable to include ESRD in
the quasipoisson regression analysis as state-wide ESRD
prevalence data stratified by each of the other covariates
were not available to estimate the at-risk population. Not-
ably, Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander status was not
reported in 12,800 individuals from the census and this is
a recognised limitation of census data [5]. Sensitivity ana-
lyses conducted suggested that the main findings pre-
sented in this paper were robust to the assumptions about
the size of the background at-risk population. Data were
not collected on the in-patient management of the in-
cluded people, such as the surgical treatment of PAD. A
previous study performed in the USA reported that Afri-
can American patients with PAD had fewer revascularisa-
tion attempts and worse limb salvage rates than non-
African American patients [31]. The higher major ampu-
tation rates in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
could reflect less suitability for surgical treatment of limb
ischemia but this was not investigated in this study [11,
13]. Diabetes and ESRD are risk factors for infra-popliteal
artery disease, which has been associated with a higher
risk of major amputation than more proximal athero-
thrombosis [20]. In the current study, Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people had a greater prevalence of
diabetes and ESRD and it is possible that they more fre-
quently had infra-popliteal artery disease than non-
Indigenous patients [13], although this was not assessed.

Page 7 of 8

In conclusion, this study suggests that the annual inci-
dence of major amputation in North Queensland is high
and is not decreasing over time, which is in contrast
with reports of reducing amputation rates in other re-
gions within Australia [4, 22, 23] and internationally [1,
3]. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people more
frequently underwent major amputation compared to
non-Indigenous people, highlighting a major health gap
for this population. Furthermore, Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander people undergoing major amputations
were at a greater risk of subsequent mortality associated
with high rates of co-morbidities, such as ESRD, in this
population. Dissemination of effective preventative treat-
ments is needed to reduce the high incidence of major
amputation in North Queensland.
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