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Malnutrition- A global dilemma

The great American writer and social reformer Frederick Douglass once
remarked that “It is easier to build strong children, than to repair broken men”.
While it may be a stereotypical thing to say, children truly are the future, and
the ultimate destiny of this world lies in their hands. This is why it is imperative
that every step must be taken to not only prepare them for the hardships that
life may throw at them in due time, but also that they are kept safe from the
many ills in the world, till such time that they can face these problems head
on. However, it seems that humanity has failed spectacularly in this regard,
especially when it comes to the mental and physical health of children the
world over.
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There has been a sharp incline in the rate of children affected by mental health
disorders, while the rate of suicides in adolescents has been on the rise as well.
Additionally, the prevalence of violent or inappropriate images on the internet,
and a growing dependence on mobile devices, has given rise to other issues
that may have long lasting psychological effects. However, while all these
problems are of great concern, there is one issue that takes precedence,
especially in Africa and South East Asia - Malnutrition.
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Malnutrition
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), malnutrition refers to
“deficiencies, excesses, or imbalances in a person’s intake of energy and/or
nutrients”. They further categorize the issue in three broad groups, which
include “undernutrition, micronutrient-related malnutrition, and overweight,
obesity and diet-related noncommunicable diseases”. The first includes
“wasting (low weight-for-height), stunting (low height-for-age) and
underweight (low weight-for-age)”, the second includes deficiencies or excess
of micronutrients, which refer to important vitamins and minerals, while the
third relates to diseases such as strokes, diabetes, heart disease, and even
some forms of cancer.
It has been reported that a staggering 1.9 billion adults are categorized as
being either overweight or obese today, while another 460 million are
underweight. When it comes to children, the numbers are even more stark.
Over 52 million children under the age of 5 years are wasted, which means that
their weight-for-height ratio is below average. Another 17 million children are
severely wasted, while 155 million are stunted, which means that they suffer
from poor growth and development. Additionally, over 41 million children
have been registered as overweight or obese. Over 45% of all deaths in
children under the age of five around the world can be directly attributed to
malnutrition, with residents of developing countries more likely to face these
problems than relatively more developed nations.
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Reviewing the numbers once again makes it clear that malnutrition is perhaps
the biggest health crisis facing the world today, and the fact that it
predominantly effects children more than adults makes the situation even
more alarming. The following figures explain the circumstances surrounding
malnutrition across the globe quite well.
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Figure 1

Source: The World Bank
As you can see in figure 1, the rates of stunted children around the globe has
fallen significantly in the last 27 years. However, this improvement is only
marginal when keeping in mind the substantial amount of time that has
passed, and the large number of children still affected by this malaise. On the
flipside, the number of children reported as being overweight has been
climbing steadily, with these numbers only expected to get worse with time.
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Figure 2
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Figure 2 not only represents the number of stunted, wasted and overwight
children under the age of five, but divides those numbers according to the
specific regions based on six different income brackets. These inlcude high
income, low and middle income, low income, lower-middle income, middle
income and upper middle income regions. As can be seen in the first graph,
the number of stunted children has gone down in almost every region, except
for the low income group. However, despite the falling numbers, low and
middle income, middel income and lower middle income regions still have
larger numbers of stunted children than low income regions, that seem to have
stayed steady over the past 17 years.
When we look at the graphs for the wasting and severly wasting categories,
we can once again observe that low and middle income groups still post the
highest numbers, while the numbers remain close to zero for high income
regions. This trend contines in the overwight category as well, even though this
is one calssification where a steady rise in numbers has been detected, and
one that is expected to grow with time.

Global Action
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1. Creating sustainable, resilient food systems for healthy diets;
2. Providing social protection and nutrition-related education for all;
3. Aligning health systems to nutrition needs, and providing universal
coverage of essential nutrition interventions;
4. Ensuring that trade and investment policies improve nutrition;
5. Building safe and supportive environments for nutrition at all ages; and
6. Strengthening and promoting nutrition governance and accountability,
everywhere.
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On April 1, 2016, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly declared 2016–
2025 the ‘United Nations Decade of Action on Nutrition’. The purpose behind
this resolution was to set a timeline for the eventual implementation of certain
commitments that had been agreed at several conferences and similar
gatherings in the past. These included the Second International Conference on
Nutrition (ICN2) that set a target for global nutrition and diet-related NCD by
2025, the Agenda for Sustainable Development by 2030—in particular,
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 2 (end hunger, achieve food security and
improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture) and SDG 3 (ensure
healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all at all ages). The WHO, in
collaboration with the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO), highlighted six key areas that require policy decisions during the
UN Decade of Action on Nutrition. These were outlined as follows:

Malnutrition- A global dilemma
Special Report
In order to achieve the many targets, set by the UN member states, as well as
other international organizations and actors, the WHO plans on working with
each nation involved in this endeavor in order to provide “universal access to
effective nutrition interventions and to healthy diets from sustainable and
resilient food systems”. The WHO additionally plans on using its convening
power to “help set, align and advocate for priorities and policies that move
nutrition forward globally; develop evidence-informed guidance based on
robust scientific and ethical frameworks; support the adoption of guidance and
implementation of effective nutrition actions; and monitor and evaluate policy
and program implementation and nutrition outcomes”.

Figure 3
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A quick look at figure 3 shows two lines on the graph. The grey line represents
the trajectory that needs to be taken in order to achieve the targets set by the
UN. The plan was to reduce the number of stunted children by over 40% by
the year 2025, which would take it from the previous 24.9% to 14.6%.
However, as the green line shows, the actual projected rate does not match
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the targets set out previously. It is significantly higher, and if the current rate
stays the same then we will see a reduction of only 5.9% by 2025, instead of
the promised 10.3%.
By keeping a close eye on the state of malnutrition across the globe, and by
sharing technologies and solutions that help curb this problem, the WHO, UN
and the World Bank hope to eradicate, or at least minimize its effects on the
world population over the next decade.
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As stated earlier, even though it has been over two years since the UN
members voted on implementing certain deterrents to malnutrition, in 2017
nearly half of the deaths for children under the age of five were attributed to
malnutrition, which amounts to about three million deaths a year. While many
of the aforementioned provisions have been implemented, there still a long
way to go before there can be a noticeable change in the numbers surrounding
malnutrition.
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Affected Areas
By now, we have established that malnutrition is a menace that affects quite a
large number of people from all walks of life. Yet its impact on children,
particularly those belonging to the low income and low to medium income
regions, is especially upsetting. If you look at figure 4 below, you can notice
that the prevalence for child wasting is very low in high income and upper
middle income regions, high and very high in lower middle income regions, and
medium for the rest.

Figure 4
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Figure 5

Source: The World Bank
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When we talk about lower middle income regions, these are mostly present in
Africa and South Asia. Figure 5 shows the prevalence of wasting and severe
wasting in all the major regions of the world. While the overall rate around the
globe is around the 50% mark, North America, Eastern Europe, Central Asia,
Latin America and the Caribbean have virtually zero wasting and severe
wasting cases. On the other hand, South Asia has almost double the rate of
wasted and severe wasting cases than the closest other region, which is SubSahara Africa. This proves that while the issue of malnutrition is one that needs
to be addressed around the world, it is a particularly major problem in India,
Pakistan and their surrounding countries.
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Pakistan
In 2012, India and Pakistan were first and third in the six countries with the
highest number of malnourished people in the world. China was second, with
Ethiopia, Bangladesh and Indonesia making up the rest. While China and
Indonesia have seen a dramatic improvement in these numbers since then,
and even Ethiopia and Bangladesh have seen some positive developments in
this regard, unfortunately Pakistan has followed India’s example and failed to
limit this problem. Of the almost 800 million people facing malnutrition in the
world, almost 250 million can be found in these two countries alone, and for
Pakistan in particular this should be a cause for great concern.
One of the major reasons why malnutrition is still such an imposing problem
in Pakistan, and has even been getting worse over the last few years, is a lack
of literature on the subject. The last ‘Pakistan National Nutrition Survey’
(PNNS), conducted in order to assess the nutritional status of the people of the
country, took place in 2011. While the PTI government has proposed a plan for
a new survey soon, a definitive date has yet to be announced, and
unfortunately the nation only has an almost eight-year-old survey to rely on
for all their information regarding the nutritional needs of its people. An
updated survey is desperately needed, if there is any progress to be made,
however, we will currently refer to the 2011 survey, as well as more recent
independent studies, for the purpose of our current report.

Figure 6
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Figure 6 maps out the progress of malnutrition in Pakistan since 1965, when
one of the first surveys on nutrition took place. Back then, levels of Stunting
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and Wasting were at 49% and 11% respectively, while underweight levels were
first recorded in 1977, at which point they were at 53%. While this number has
gone down by almost 20% in the subsequent years, the levels of Stunting and
Wasting haven’t improved as much. Till the early nineties, levels of Stunting
seemed to be improving, yet the numbers started climbing yet again, with
many blaming the political instability at the time as the primary cause for this
rise.

Figure 7

Source: Pakistan National Nutrition Survey 2011
Pakistan National Nutrition Survey 2011 involved over 30,000 households from
all across the country, and painted quite a bleak picture of the current status
of malnutrition in children in Pakistan. As seen in figure 7, the percentage of
children under the age of 5 that suffered from malnutrition was quite high,
especially those who were stunted. Around 44% of all children under five years
of age, were stunted in Pakistan; however, this figure varied greatly when
differences in Urban and Rural areas were taken in to account.
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What this proved was that not only was a large population of children under
the age of five susceptible to malnutrition, but that the likelihood of being
affected by malnutrition increased as we moved from the Urban centers to the
Rural areas. There are plenty of reasons why these differences exist, which we
will discuss in greater detail below.
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Malnutrition presents itself in many different ways, and can be caused due to
a number of factors as well. The most significant cause, perhaps around the
world, seems to be poverty. Low income countries, and low income
households almost always face a greater chance of facing the threat of
malnutrition than people belonging to high income groups. Poverty in itself
leads to issues like illiteracy, lack in quantity and quality of food and water, as
well as a general disregard for family planning.
Education is essential in order to have a better understanding of how to control
the rise of malnutrition in the world. Parents, especially mothers, who were
well educated, more often than not made better decisions than their more
illiterate counterparts. This included information on proper weaning and
breastfeeding practices, as well as optimal family planning.
Both figure 8 and 9 showcase the impact that poverty and lack of equal
opportunities can have on the spread of malnutrition in the country.

Figure 8
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Figure 8 shows the percentage of educated mothers in Pakistan. While 59%
of the women in the country are illiterate, only 37% of Urban women are the
same, with 69% of mothers in Rural areas lacking proper education.
Differences also exist amongst the various provinces as well, with Punjab
possessing significantly less illiterate women than Sindh, Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan. The results of education become clearer in
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figure 9 below.

Figure 9

Source: Pakistan National Nutrition Survey 2011
Figure 9 highlights the six major micronutrients essential for new mothers and
their children, as well as the percentage of women who were aware of their
importance in their daily diet. Once again, the differences between Rural and
Urban centers is clear. Basic information on the micronutrients needed for the
survival and development of new born babies was detrimental in avoiding
malnutrition in the future. With a wide gulf in education between urban and
rural centers, it is no surprise that mothers in Urban centers had a slight
advantage when it came to the health of their children.
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While poverty seems to be the determining factor in the spread of
malnutrition, it also leads to poor diet and a lack of access to safe drinking
water; two things that are a direct cause of malnutrition and general health
problems. Clean drinking water, and its significance are hard to come by in
Pakistan, as evidenced by the almost 85% of households in Pakistan that do
not treat their water in any way to make it safer for drinking. This number goes
even higher in Rural areas, with over 92% households making no effort to make
their drinking water safer by either boiling it, using a filter or other similar
methods.
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Solutions
Malnutrition is a growing problem in Pakistan, and it is incredible that past
governments in Pakistan have continued to ignore it for so long. With the PTI
assuming power, it is now up to them to stem the tide and stop this menace
from spreading any further.
The first and perhaps most important step is to conduct another ‘Pakistan
National Nutrition Survey’ (PNNS) in order to have a better understanding of
the problem itself, as well as to collect more information on the areas that are
most affected, the exact nature and consequences of the problem, and
suggestion of possible solutions. If the government is not up to date with every
aspect of the issue, then how can they ever hope of making any positive
changes in their fight against malnutrition.
Once this is done, the next step should be education. People need to be
informed about the main causes and ramifications of malnutrition, and the
best possible ways to protect themselves and their families from this malaise.
In this case, educating parents, especially expecting mothers, is absolutely
necessary. They need to be made aware of various maternal and child
healthcare techniques, along with a better understanding of food hygiene and
good nutrition. Additionally, they should be made aware of the important
micronutrients and supplements required to protect a newborn and their
mother from the effects of malnutrition, and provided with growth charts in
order to keep a track of the progress made by a developing child.
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In the end, it is the government that has the most important part to play. Imran
Khan needs to showcase strong leadership and foresight to tackle the issue of
malnutrition head-on. A specific government body needs to be convened to
oversee the progress made in the eradication of malnutrition from this
country, with programs to aid the people already suffering from its effects.
Rural areas of the country have been affected the most, due to food shortages
as well as a lack of clean water and proper medical facilities. The government
needs to ensure that all their needs are met, otherwise, cases of mass
migration in areas of Sindh and Balochistan will continue, as an increasing
amount of people move closer to the main cities in search for a better life, and
to escape the threat of malnutrition.
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This information can either be shared through print, electronic, and social
media, although the best possible method would be lady healthcare workers.
Not only can they provide a more hands-on approach to educating people
about malnutrition, they can also screen people for existing signs of
malnutrition, provide immunization to children, and help people formulate
possible strategies to minimize or eliminate its effects.
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Conclusion

Currently, the region of Tharparkar in Sindh is going through a particularly
rough time. Earlier this year, the local health department revealed that an
estimated 1500 children lose their lives every year due to the effects of
malnutrition. This year alone the number of official deaths has crossed the 600
mark, with many more fatalities going unreported. The people of this remote
region are suffering, and an increasing number are turning to the government
for some relief.
In September of this year, the Minister for National Health Services, Aamir
Mehmoud Kiani, constituted an emergency nutrition task force with the
express aim of eliminating child malnutrition. Additionally, the PTI went on to
approve of a ‘social protection framework’ that was also aimed at tackling
malnutrition, poverty and health issues in the country, particularly in the rural
areas. These are important first steps, as the party highlighted the importance
of solving this problem now, rather than later, as well as the significance of
education and lady health workers in achieving their goals.
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It seems that the PTI government is on the right track; all that is left, is to wait
and see how they manage in the long run.
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