
WORLD HFALTF ORGAN ILA r [OK 
GKGANISATION KGNlllkLi: IIE LA SAVTE 

Scoinar  01. P r o t e i n  Problems 
Wlth P a r t i c ~ l a r  Reference t o  
Weaning Foods 
Cal ro ,  4-8 November 1974 

\leaning Prnblerfis among Palestine Arab Fefugees  - - 
by Dr Adib Jaf i ra ,  UKFlilA, Be l ru t  

I n  t h e  re fugee  community, a s  In  o t h e r  c o m u n l t l e s ,  b r ea s t - f eed lng  and 
w e a n ~ n g  p - t i c t ~ c e s  depend on such f a c t o r s  a s  c u l t u r a l ,  r e l l g l o u s ,  s o c i a l  
and eLonomlc. These F r a c t l c e s  a r e  n o t  unchangeable and one should no t  l gno re  
thp  i n c r e a s i n g  tendency t o  fo l l ow  t h e  western p a t t e r n  of I n f a n t  f c e d ~ n ?  
and rleanrng under t h e  I n f l u e n c e  of conmerclal  advertisements. 

Most r e fugees  l i v l n g  I n  camus a r e  economical ly  u n p r i v ~ l e g e d  and depend, 
f o r  t h e i r  l i v ~ n g ,  on t h e  s e r v l c e s  provlded by UNRWA, t h e  Unlted Nat lons  
Re l l e f  and Norks Agency. Camp r e fugees  l i v e  under unfavourable  e n v l r o n ~ e n t a l  
cond i t rons ,  about 202 nf r e fdgee  houses  do n o t  have p r ~ v a t e  l a t r l n e s  an<! 
about  two t h r d s  do n o t  h a v ~  p r i v a t e  wate r  connec t ions  and elcc  t r i c l t y  
IS  available only  t o  t h e  ~ i n o r l t y .  Overcrovc~ing w l t h  5 or  6 f aml ly  mev!.crs 
l l c l n g  I n  one room of ahout 10 m 1 s  t h e  u sua l  f i n d l n g .  lJnder theqe  
c o n d ~ t i o n s  one should no t  b e  s J r p r l s e d  t o  f i n d  a  relatively h ~ g h  incidence 
of  ~astrc-intestinal and upper r e s p i r a t o r y  ~ n f e c t l o n s .  C o n s l d e r a t ~ o n  cf  
b r ea s t - f eed lng  and weaning problems should t h e r e f o r e  be cons idered  r a t h ~ n  
t h e  above con t ex t .  

Data f r o r  a r e c e n t  s tudy  I n  t h e  r e fugees  camps i n  Jordan and Caza show 
t h a t  about  232 of t h e  b a b i e s  a r e  c o v p l e t e l y  veaned ffom t h e  b r e a s t  by t h e  zpe 
of 3 montlls, l l Z  a r e  weaned between 4 and 6 months, 27% a r e  weaned between 
t h e  7 th  and 12 th  month, 27% a r e  weaned between t h e  1 3 t h  and t h e  18th and 127 
a r c  b r ea s t f c f i  f o r  .pore thdn 1 8  months. 

The t r e n d  has  been changlng over  t h e  l a s t  10  y e a r s  towards e a r l y  
weaning. Ir 1963 on ly  13% were completely  weaned hy t h e  3rd month compared 
t o  23% In  1974, I n  1963, 417, were weaned b e f o r e  t h e  f l r s t  birthday whrle  
m 1974 t h e  f i g u r e  i s  61%. 

Refugee r o t h e r s  t end  t o  b r ea s t - f eed  males  longer  t han  females .  Th i s  1s 
c o n s i s t e n t  kith t h e  r e fugees  c u l t u r e  r h ~ c h  favours  males f o r  s o c l a l  and 
economlc reasons .  Our d a t a  show t h a t  about  30% of t h e  males a r e  weaned 
be fo re  t h e  a y  cf  6 months cornpaled t o  39% of t h e  females;  b e f o r e  t h e  
age of 12 mcnths 56% of t h e  male? and 67% of t h e  females  a r e  weaned; and 
by t h a  1 3 t h  lwo~th  827, of t h e  males and 95% of t h e  females  a r e  weaned. 



It a l s o  shows t h 2 t  about 18% of t h e  males a l e  b r e a s t f e d  a f t e r  1 8  r o n t h s  
~ s ,  percci t o  5 X  only  o f  t11e females .  Ahout t h r e e  pe rcen t  of males  a r e  
b r c a s t f e d  ~ f t e r  t h e  age ok 2 y e a r s  bu t  none of t h e  fe r ra les .  

Yos"eFugcr wowen cons ide r  lactation a good contraceptive and t h e r e f o r e  
tend t o  prolorbg breast-'ceding. Rut on t h e  o t h e r  hand l f  t b e y  g e t  m e g n a t ,  
t he>  s~Edc- i ly  s t o p  breast--feeding. The m a i o r l t y  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  when t hey  g e t  
Pregnant  t i , p l r   ilk becomes of no v a l u e  t o  t h e  baby al though some of them 
even be!xcvc that. l t  becomes harmful t o  t h e  baby. 

Kefupee rot:crs tend t o  i n t roduce  mixed f eed lng  e a r l y  du r ing  t h e  f i r s t  
6 n~onths  of l r f e .  T'ater a d  sweetered t e a  a r e  u s u a l l y  g lven  a s  e a r l y  a s  
t h e  f l r s t  month of l ~ f e  e q p e c l a l l y  du r ing  t h e  h o t  season ,  o ranges  and tomato 
l u l c e  be tvecn  t he  f o x r t h  and s ~ x t b  month; yoghur t ,  s t a r c h  p u d d ~ n g  and 
c e ~ e a l s  bet! 3cn tile 6 t h  and 8 t h ,  w h l l e  cooked v e g e t a b l e s ,  eggs and n e a t  
a r e  t t s ca l l y  glven G c o l r ~ d  t h e  f ~ r s t  birthday. Supplementation w i t h  ml lk ,  
e l t b e r  fl-or, 1:hRWA soa rce s  o r  pu rchase s ,  u s u a l l y  s t a r t s  by t h e  6 t h  month. 
This  s u p p l e r e a t n t l o n  of L e a s t  mllk  should n o t ,  however, be  cons idered  
adecua te  s l n c r  I n  rrost c a se s  t h e  q u a n t l t l e s  of food given a r e  usual?v q'l.all 
and t h e  f r  eq~rency i s  low. Because of econon~lca l  11ml t a t i r~q5 ,  g radua l  1-L ~ n m g  
i n  mary caqcs  IS d l r e c t l y  E r o ~  t b e  bredqt  t o  t h e  f aml ly  food.  The use  of 
s p e c i a l  -, e a r m g  foods  hy t h e  r e fugees  1s r a t h e r  v e r y  l ~ n n t e d .  Tbe po the r  
u s u ~ l l y  s t a r t 6  o f f e r r n g  h e r  c h i l d  a  b ~ t  of what t h e  f a r l l y  e a t s  e a r l y  
du r inz  t h e  f ~ r s t  6 rronths of l ~ f e ,  s t a r t i n g  by t h e  f l u i d s  and semi-solrds .  
Gradua l ly  t h e  c h i l d  P e t s  used t o  t h e  f aml ly  food and t h e  t ime comes >he11 
t h e  c h l l d  weans himself  from t h e  b r e a s t .  

Gradual weaning i s  t h e  p o s t  widespread p r a c t l c e  among t h e  r e fugees .  
Abrupt weaning i s  t h e  c o w o n e s t  d u r i n g  t h e  f l r s t  6 months of l l f e .  

Causes of ab rup t  weaning from t h e  b r e a s t  a s  s t a t e d  by t h e  p o t h e r s  
I n  de scend l rp  o r d e r  of f requency a r e  : 

A ,  Maternal f a c t o r s '  - 
1. l?sychological  and emotional f a c t o r s .  Thrs  1 s  Important because f a i l u ~ e  
of l a c t a t i o n  r a y  be r epea t ed  w t h  subsequent  bab l e s .  One motber gave he r  
s t o r y  of havxng been s a t l s f a c t o r l l y  h r ea s t - f eed lng  h e r  baby f o r  about  tk-o 
months and cne day she r ece ived  some shocklng sad news about  t h e  dea th  of 
h e r  f a t h e r .  Her ml lk  suddenly f a l l e d ,  dnd a l though  a f t e rwards  she  go t  f i v e  
more b a b l e s ,  she never  had mi lk  s l n c e  t hen .  

2 .  Local b r e a s t  a i l m e z t s  ~ ~ c l u d l n g  r n a s t i t l s  b r e a s t  abces s ,  i n v e r t e a  n j p p l e s  
o r  fissures. 

3 .  Slckness  o r  h o s p i t a l i z a t i o n  of t h e  mother.  

4.  Onset of pregnarlcy. 



5. Employment of mo tb r r s ,  alt':oilgh r h l s  accounts  on ly  f o r  a  v e r y  low 
percentage-. 

6 .  Some moti\ , \rs  r epo r t ed  t h e  spcintnneous d ry lng  of t h e i r  m i lk  f o r  no 
Ppparent r e ?  son. 

B.  I n f8v i  f a c t o r s :  - 
1. Slckness  o r  h o s p r t z l i ~ a t i o n  of t h e  baby. It  1 s  customary among r e fugee  
wonlcn t o  s t o p  Freas t - fceZlng  when t h e i r  c h ~ l d r e n  g e t  measles  o r  prolonged 'Iigll 
f e v e r .  A cl t l ld  w l t h  s t o m a t i t ~ s  o r  t h r u s h  w l l l  r e 3 e c t  t h e  b r e a s t .  

2. Rejection of t h e  b r e a s t  f o r  unkllol'n r eaqons ,  Abrupt r r ean~ng  was r e p o r ~ e d  
t o  be a s s o c ~ a t c d  w l t h  ~ r r i t a b l l l t y ,  sadness ,  c r y i n g ,  poor a p r e t l t e ,  diarrhoea 
and l o s s  of weight .  The l o s s  o r  weight 1s probably  due i n  p a r t  t o  t h e  
d i a r rhoea  bu t  1 s  a l s o  attributed t o  t h e  sma l l c r  q u a n t x t l e s  of food con?untezi by 
t h e  c l ~ l l d .  I Jn t l l  r e c e n t l y  t h e  cormon p r a c t i c e  among r e fugee  mothers rihen 
their b a b l e s  g e t  d i a r r h o e a  was t o  pu t  them e x c l u s i \ ~ e l y  on rTa t e r  o r  much 
d i l u t e d  r l c e   later u n t l l  t hey  r ecove r .  These observations r-ere no ted  t o  be 
more f r equen t  and s e v e r e r  among t h e  c h i l d r e n  riho were e x c l u s i v e l y  on t l  e  
b r c z s t  and anong c h i l d r e n  weaned ~ t t e r  one year  of age.  About 40% of t h e  
c a s e s  had d l d r r h o e a  a f t e r  ab rup t  r ~ e a n l n g  associated wl th  f e v e r  and sornPtlmes 
vomjt lng.  1:aternal deprivation w i t h  ~ t s  subsequent p s y c h o l o g ~ c a l  traurra,  
s e r i o u s l y  a f f e c t s  t h e  h a h ~ e s  i f  rreanlng t a k e s  p l a c e  around t h e  s i x t h  month 
i t  be ing  t h e  t ~ m e  of r a p l d  growth and t e e t h l n g  tvhich I S  u s u a l l y  acconwanied 
by l o s s  of a p p e t i t e .  

Gradual complete ryeanlng trhich u s u a l l y  c o r e s  l a t e  around t h e  f ~ r s t  
b r r t h d a y  and du r lng  t h e  second year  rlas s t a t e d  by mothers t o  be due t o  t h e  
following rea sons ,  I n  t h l s  o r d e r  of f requency.  

A .  Ea te rna l  i a c t o r s  - 
1. Onset of pregnancy 
2. Mllk ~ n a d e q u a c y  
3.  I l l n e s s  of mcthers  and t h e  f c e l l n g  of g e n e r a l  weakness. 
4. Psycbolcg icn l  o r  emotblonal f a c t o r s .  
5 .  Chi ld  b e ~ o m l n g  o l d  enough 
6 .  Brezs t  mllk c o n s ~ d c r e d  t o  be n o t  good a t  t h a t  t ime.  

E. Infan t  f a c t o r s  - ---- 
I .  SlcLness of t h e  c h i l d  
2. C h ~ l d  g e t s  used t o  the  b o t t l e  and r e f u s e s  t h e  b r e a s t  
3 .  C h i d  r e l e c t i n g  t h e  b r e a s t  f o r  no apparen t  r ea son .  

Few nlathers v e r e  seen  b rea s t - f eed lng  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  e x c l u s i v e l y  xnto 
t h e  s e c o z ~ d  yea r  of l i f e .  Jn a l l  t h e s e  cases t h e  growth ra te  was r e t a rded  
artd t h e  e r e a t e s t  reLarda:lon was around t h e  s i x t h  month, w h ~ c h  shows t h e  
impor  ant e  of supplementat ion a t  t h l s  age.  



Something should be v e n t l o r e d  h e r e  about t h e  use  of d ry  powder ml lk  
which 1s becom~ne, more po7ulor  now a.nonp the  r e fugees  who can a f f o r d  t o  huv 
~ t ,  e i t h e r  f o r  supplementat ion o f  t h e  b r e a s t  mi lk  o r  f o r  i t s  replacement .  
I n  almost a l l  t h e s e  c ~ s e s  t h e  ~ l l k  1s r ~ c n n s t l t u t e d  i n  wrong proportions, 
e l t h e r  more concent ra ted  bu t  u s u a l l y  more diluted. F o r t u n a t e l y  most of t h e  
mothers  a r e  row us lng  t h e  c u p  f o r  f eed lng  t h e l r  c h l l d r e n  and n o t  t h e  b o t t l e ,  
p r o b a l ~ l y  a s  a  r e s u l t  of t h e  lonf b e a l t l ~  educa t i on  canpalgns IIN'r'PA has been 
under tak ing  over  t h e  l a s t  2 0  y e s r s .  The use  of f eed ing  b o t t l e s  under t h e  
p r e v a r l l ~ g  conditions in  t h e  ~ e f u p e e  c a m s  exposes t h e  bal-les t o  trevemdous 
r l s k s  of contarrllnatlon and g a s t r o - l n t e s t l n a l  ~ n f  e c t i o n s  . Anonp t h e  groups 
who s t i l l  use  t he  b o t t l e ,  unsatisfactory practices were noted i n  r e s p e c t  
of t h e  i n f r equen t  b o l l i n g  2nd c l s a n l n p  of t h e  b o t t l e ,  o f  t h e  Improver b o l l l n g  
of t h e  wate r  f o r  r e c o n s t i t ~ i t l o n  and t h e  keeping of t h e  unconsumed p a r t  of t h e  
mi lk  f o r  f t t u r e  use  a f t e r  some hours .  

As mentioned e a r l i e r ,  t h e r e  a r e  no s p e c i a l  weaning foods used by t h e  
r e fugees ,  t h e  c h i l d  i s  g r a d u a l l y  t r a l n e d  t o  e a t  from t h e  faml ly  food. Eut ,  
du r lng  t h e  l a s t  few y e a r s  and among t h e  groups vho a r e  economical ly  b e t t e r ,  
t h e  use  of c o v m e r c ~ a l  baby c e r e a l s  1s r e c e i v i n g  more p o p ~ l a r i t y .  

A s  p a r t  of U N R W A ' S  n u t r l t l o n  education programme, t h e  mothers have been 
encouraged t o  c s e  a s  a weaning and an l r f a n t  food a c e r t a i n  ce r ea l -pu l s e s  
ml s tu r e  based on l o c a l  p roduc ts  and known a s  t h e  burghol-homos pudding. 
Although t h e  n i x t u r e  was based on scientific knowledge and rras used s a t l s f a c -  
t o r i l y  i n  t h e  UNRIJA S u p p l e m e ~ t a r y  Feedlng Cen t r e s ,  y e t  i t s  use by t h e  r e fugees  
a t  home i s  v e r y  l l v l t e d .  Th i s  1 s  p robably  t u e  t o  f ~ n a n c i a l  l i m i t a t i o n s  hu t  
may a l s o  b e  due t o  t h e  amount of vork and f u e l  ~ n v o l v e d .  

Recent ly  UBRLIA s t a r t e d  t o  distribute WSB (wheat, soya blend)  t o  r e fugee  
I n f a n t s  between t h e  ages  of 4 and 2 4  months. I t  was meant t o  s e r v e  a s  a  
weaning and an i n f a n t  food. The product  was r e c e ~ v e d  v e r y  w e l l  a t  t h e  
beginning but  t b e  a c c e p t a b l l l t y  ha s  been no t l ced  t o  b e  dec rea s ing  l a t e l y .  
E f f o r t s  a r e  b e m g  made t o  t e ach  t h e  mothers more ways o f  us ing  t h e  WSP In  
o rde r  t o  b r e ~ h  t h e  monotony a ~ d  Improve t h e  a c c e p t a b i l i t y .  

The UNh'RA Supplementary Feeding programme a l s o  makes available a d a j l y  
i s s b e  of whole a r d  s F ~ n  ~111k mix tu re  (30 gms d ry  powder of each) In  recona- 
t i t u t e d  form t o  a l l  e l ~ g i b l e  i n f a n t s  hetween t h e  6 t h  and 12 th  months of 
age and t o  non-breast-fed bab l e s  under 6 nonths .  A d a i l y  p o r t i o n  of 
r e c o n s t i t u t e d  skim mllk (40 gms d r y  powder) i s  a l s o  made a v a i l a b l e  t o  a l l  
e l i g i b l e  r e fugee  c h ~ l a r e n  from I t o  6 y e a r s  of age ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t o  pregnant  
and l a c t a t i n g  woven f o r  12 months a f t e r  b i r t h .  

I n  t h e  IlhTRh'A Fupplementary Feedlng Cent res ,  where h o t  meals a r e  se rved  
d a l l y  t o  pre-school and school  c h l l d r e n  and t o  a  group of s i c k  a d u l t s ,  s p e c i a l  
menus a r e  a l s o  prepared f o r  i n f a n t s  from 4 months up t o  2 y e a r s  of age.  
Reg re t t ab ly  t h e  a t t endance  of t h i s  group i s  v e r y  poor because t h e  i n f a n t  
ha s  t o  cone t o  t h e  feed ing  c e n t r e  w i t h  h l s  mother o r  e l d e r  s i s t e r  and t h r s  
i s  not  u s u a l l y  feasible. To overcome t h i s  d i f f i c u l t y ,  t h e  i n t e n t i o n  a t  
p r e s e n t  i s  t o  d i s t r r b u t e  t o  mothers c e r t a l n  food commodl t~es  t h a t  t hey  can 
p repa re  a t  home, coupled w i th  a n  l n t e n s l v e  nutrition educa t i on  programme 
geared towards ivprovlng  ~ n f a n t  f eed ing  and weanlng p r a c t i c e s .  



I n  con r lu s lon ,  ~t i s  recanmended t h a t  I n  d c d l l n g  w l t h  groups of 
people  living under c o n d l t i o i ~  .:.?11ar t o  t h a t  of t h e  r e f u g e e s ,  w i th  
unfavouraL,le ervlronniental  c o ~ d l ~ l o n s ,  n t h  low s o c l a l ,  economic 2nd 
cduca t lona l  s t anda rds ,  one q h o u l l  e r rou rage  prolonped b rea s t - f eed lng  and 
corrrplete vennlng irom t h e  b r e a i t ,  l n l t l n t l o n  of mlxed f eed lng  by t h e  
f o u r t h  mouth, l n t e n s i v t  h e a l t h  educa t lon  of  others on hgglene preparation 
and a d m l n i s t r a t l o n  of t h e  hahv food,  n u t r l t l o n  educa t lon  a l p i n e  a t  
lmprovlnp t h e  feedrng  and weanir,g p r a c t i c e s ;  d i scourage  t h e  use  of f eed lng  
b o t t l e s  dnd encourage t h e  use of the spcon mi, cup. Care should a l s o  be 
d l r e c t e d  toxiards t h e  prcper  feeding of mothers d r l r ~ n g  pregnancv and 1ac ta t :on  
i n  o rde r  t o  ensure  adeqbate  b r e a s t  111lk. The nhenonenon of e a r l y  epontaneolis 
o r  g r adua l  d ry lng  of ' reastmilk  r e q u l r e s  f u r t h e r  ~ n v e s t l g a t i o n .  E f f o r t s  
should be ~ a d e  t o  avold o r  c o u n t e r a c t  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of commercial a d v e r t ~ s e n e - :  
which encourage mothers t o  abandon b r e a s t  f e ed lng .  
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