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PRESS RELEASE
Sierra Leone Hosts First Training Workshop on the Treatment of Severe Acute Malnutrition in Children 
Freetown, 4 June 2007: Sierra Leone will host starting the 6th of June a ten-day Regional training workshop on the Treatment of Severe Acute Malnutrition in Children. The workshop is considered significant as malnutrition is an underlying cause of child mortality in the West and Central Africa region, and in particular in Sierra Leone.  
Participants are from Liberia and Sierra Leone, and include managers, managers of therapeutic feeding centres, nutritionists, and health professionals. 
The objective of the workshop is to train managers and staff of therapeutic feeding centres on the treatment of severe acute malnutrition in children. It will also review the National Protocol for the Treatment of Malnutrition. The workshop is expected to come up with a finalized National Protocol that will be followed by all organizations engaged in therapeutic feeding services in Sierra Leone. 
Malnutrition rates in Sierra Leone are among the highest in the world and accounts for 40% of the underlying causes of childhood mortality. According to the Minister of Health and Sanitation, Ms. Abator Thomas, child malnutrition is a major concern to Government. “A sustained investment in nutrition in Sierra Leone would avoid thousands of deaths of children, and help them realize their right to survival and to opportunities for optimal development”, the Minister emphasized.

In Sierra Leone, child malnutrition starts very early in life due to low rates of early and exclusive breastfeeding for infants aged 0 – 6 months and the introduction of non breastmilk substitutes, especially water. This harmful practice exposes infants to pathogens and increases the risk of malnutrition and death. 
At about 6 months of age, infants need to be fed adequate complementary foods. Locally available foods rich in energy, protein and micronutrients should be the basis of complementary feeding. In Sierra Leone, 48% of 6- to 9-month-old infants are not fed any complementary foods and therefore lack nutrients essential for survival, growth and development. Sub-optimal feeding practices in early childhood explain the progressive increase of malnutrition levels in Sierra Leonean children in the first two years of life.  By the age of 2 years most of the damage to children’s health, growth and development is done, and the chances of recovery are minimal.
Adequate nutrition is essential for the mental development of children. Evidence from different countries shows that malnutrition reduces children’s learning ability, school performance and retention rates. Speaking to participants before the workshop, the UNICEF Representative, Geert Cappelaere stressed that the current situation suggests an urgent need for policy and programme action. A renewed and sustained political commitment, both nationally and internationally, is needed to improve the nutrition situation of Sierra Leonean children and women, and avoid a tragic and irreversible loss of human capital. “The workshop today is another indication of the commitment of the Government of Sierra Leone to ensure the rights of children to survival, by focusing on malnutrition”. He added that the workshop would come up with national guidelines on the treatment of severe acute malnutrition that are in line with the recommended international standards. “This will give the Ministry the lead role it needs to have in setting national standards and monitoring their implementation”, he added.    
UNICEF and its sister UN agencies, in particular WFP and WHO will continue to support the Ministry of Health and Sanitation’s (MOHS) 10 year national plan of action for accelerating child survival and maternal mortality reduction to achieve the Millennium Development Goals.
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For more information about UNICEF’s activities in Sierra Leone, please contact Alison Parker, Communication Specialist,

 External Relations and Advocacy Unit, UNICEF Sierra Leone 

email: aparker@unicef.org: Tel: (076) 601310


