National Vitamin A Programme - Nepal (2002)

The Nepal National Vitamin A programme has been perhaps the most successful health and nutrition intervention in the country. Implemented throughout the country, the programme is reaching some 3.2 million children with biannual supplementation – about 90 percent of the target. As a result, vitamin A deficiency in preschool children is no longer a problem of public health significance and an estimated 12,000 young child deaths are being averted each year.

The programme was initiated in 8 districts in 1993. By then it had been established that vitamin A deficiency was a major problem in Nepal. Surveys conducted in the 1980's and early 1990's had found a high prevalence of clinical vitamin A deficiency. Findings from the Nepal Nutrition Intervention Project Sarlahi (NNIPS) also showed that regular vitamin A supplementation reduced young child mortality rates by 30 percent, thus clearly indicating that most Nepali children were in need of additional vitamin A.

The initial objectives of the programme were to:
· establish high-dose vitamin A capsule supplementation twice a year for all children aged six to 60 months;
· establish a health-facility treatment protocol for children with conditions related to vitamin A deficiency 

  (clinical vitamin A deficiency, prolonged diarrhoea, severe malnutrition and measles); and
· improve young child feeding practices.

Since its onset, the National Vitamin A Programme has gradually expanded, adding some 5-10 new districts each year. This gradual expansion allowed for good quality training of district officials, health staff and community workers prior to programme initiation. 

The key to the success of the programme is its decentralised structure. The implementation strategy has been to train village-based Female Community Health Volunteers to conduct biannual distribution days in April and October. The FCHVs organise the distribution days and mobilise the communities. Before each distribution round, they visit all the households in their catchment areas, ensuring that the dates and location are widely known. 

The success of the programme is demonstrated by the results of the 'mini' coverage surveys conducted in some 10-15 districts after each distribution round. In general, some 90-95 percent of the intended children are reached. These results have been confirmed by nation-wide surveys conducted in 1998 and 2000. The impact of vitamin A supplementation was shown by the 1998 Nepal Micronutrient Status Survey. This found a significant reduction of night-blindness and Bitot's Spots in children who received capsules as compared to children who had not received vitamin A.


