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Introduction


International health policies stress on the fact that there are unacceptable health gaps between and within countries. It is worrying that such within country and cross-country health gaps have been growing further. In Europe, there is a growing gap between Western and Central Europe from one side and less successful countries of the former USSR from other side. More over, we can also observe a notable divergence across countries of the former USSR.

It is very interesting to observe notable divergences in mortality trends in the countries which have similar socioeconomic and political background, similar history, and similar mortality trends and patterns in not so distant past. Such interesting case is the three Baltic countries experiencing diverging mortality trends during the most recent years. 

The study aims at exploring potential determinants of the most recent mortality trends in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. First, the possible impact of recent structural changes in health systems will be explored, focusing on trends in amenable mortality. Second, the specific determinants will be highlighted by analysing trends in both man-made diseases and by discussing effectiveness of health policies in the three countries. 
Results and discussion
The contradictory recent mortality trends in the three Baltic countries are mainly explained by the differences in dynamics of cardiovascular diseases, external causes of death, and digestive diseases. Whereas systematic reductions in cardiovascular and external mortality occurred in Estonia and (to less extent) in Latvia, worsening or stagnation were observed in Lithuania. In addition, such negative changes in Lithuania were reinforced by a striking growth in mortality due to alcohol-related digestive diseases. 
The recent health divergence between countries could be attributable to notable variation in the success of implementing structural health care reforms and effectiveness of specific health policies. Due to fast and systematic reforms, Estonia became a leader among the Baltic countries in building effective health insurance based health care financing system. In addition, Estonia successfully built modern family-doctor-based primary care covering the whole population. Structural reforms were less systematic and much slower in Latvia and Lithuania. Divergence in the reforms seems to have impacted trends of amenable mortality. However, in the same time, Latvia shows a clear advantage against other two countries in reduction of burden of “man-made” diseases”. There was obvious lack of effective health policies directed towards excessive alcohol consumption and traffic accidents in Lithuania. Finally, Lithuania showing a striking growth in alcohol-related digestive diseases seems to be particularly affected by new epidemic of alcoholism. This suggest about an urgent need for adequate anti-alcohol policies in this country.

