
Traditional 
ways of 

• preparing 
food 

There is a lot to be learned 
from previous generations, 
as Professor Andrew Tomkins 
explains ... 

D Fermented foods 

It appears that for centuries people 
have been using fermentation in the 
preparation of cereals. Fermented 
maize (kenkey) is widely used in 
Ghana and other foods are used 
throughout Africa . Fermented 
legumes are often used in Indonesia 
and other Asian countries. The 
advantage of the fermentation process 
is that naturally occurring bacteria 
cause a simple chemical process 
which makes the food slightly more 
acid. This improves the taste and also 
has the advantage that diarrhoea
causing germs cannot grow so easily 

in the fermented food. 

Be aware of the 
needs of mothers 
and children -
especially in 
weaning and 
in the feeding 
of young 
children and 
pregnant 
mothers. 
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When food is stored in warm 
conditions germs multiply in the food, 
increasing the risk of diarrhoea. 
Because of lack of time and fuel, 
mothers are usually not able to 
prepare fresh food throughout the 
day, especially for feeding young 
children who need several meals a 
day. Food is usually stored for up to a 
day - allowing germs to multiply. 

In a recent study in Ghana, it was 
found that the number of diarrhoea 
causing organisms in food prepared 
using fermentation was less than half 
that in food which had been prepared 
freshly and then left lying around. 
The fermentation process also breaks 
down some of the fibre in the food 
and increases the absorption of iron. 
Most people prefer the taste of 
fermented food. It is important to 
recognise that the fermentation 



















Each of these capsules contains 
200,000 iu of Vitamin A. As well as 
relieving the corneal ulcers shown 

above, they can significantly reduce 
the mortality rate from measles in 
young children. Just one tablet a 

day for two days is sufficient. 

(Photo: Christoffel Blindenmission) 

Deficiency of 
Vitamin A causes 
small ulcers to 
develop on the 
cornea (lens) of the 
human eye. This 
photo shows one 
large ulcer and 
several small ones. 
The ulcers may 
appear pale green. 

(Photo: Or M McGavin) 

UPDATE ON VITAMIN A 
by Professor Andrew Tomkins 

It has been known for many years that Vitamin A deficiency can cause blindness. In the 
early stages, the individual complains of not being able to see well at night (night 
blindness). As the deficiency develops, the lining of the eye becomes dry and cloudy. 
Eventually, small ulcers may develop and unless vitamin A is taken quickly, the eye is 
permanently damaged. Vitamin A deficiency is often brought about by illness, 
particularly diarrhoea and measles, and is especially likely to occur in severely 
malnourished children. Fortunately, urgent treatment with a capsule containing 
200,000 iu of Vitamin A taken by mouth will clear the problem up quickly. 

Varying results 
It is also realised that Vitamin A 
affects the ability of the body to fight 
infection (it may influence the 
strength of the lining of the intestinal 
and respiratory tract). People have 
become more interested in the 
potentially important effect of 
Vitamin A on the immune response of 
the body to infection. 

There have been several studies 
which have shown reduction in 
mortality, probably from infectious 
disease, among children who receive 
200,000 iu every four to six months. 
However, there have been some 
equally' well-performed studies which 

show that supplementation does not 
necessarily improve mortality! It may 
be that different parts of the world 
have different levels of severity of 
Vitamin A deficiency, and so what is 
good for one population may not 
necessarily be so effective in another. 

Increase Vitamin A 
intake by eating 
plenty of liver and 
do rk green leafy 
vegetables 

Whether Vitamin A should be given 
as capsules (assuming these can be 
regularly supplied) or whether 
Vitamin A intake should be increased 
by greater efforts in encouraging 
horticulture and good diet (plenty of 
dark green leafy vegetables) - should 
be a national or local decision. It will 
depend on how severe the problem is. 
The costs of purchasing and 
distributing capsules also have to be 
considered. 

Give Vitamin A to all 
children with measles 

What is quite clear however, is that 
children with severe measles do 
benefit from having a capsule of 
Vitamin A. Two studies, one in South 
Africa and one in Tanzania, have 
shown that childhood mortality from 
measles can be reduced by about 30% 
if a capsule of 200,000 iu is given on 
each of two successive days. In fact, 
WHO recommends that this should 
be the routine management of 
measles where there is obvious 
Vitamin A deficiency or where the 
proportion of children dying from 
episodes of measles exceeds 1 %. We 
will try and keep you informed as it 
becomes clearer on what to do about 
Vitamin A in the general community. 

Encourage mothers 
to add a mixture 
of dark green 
leafy 
vegetables 
to their 
children 's 
diet to 
increase 
Vitamin A 
intake. 
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TRADITIONAL 
BIRTH 
ATTENDANTS 

by Dr Godwill Asiimwe Okiror 

Traditional birth attendants 
(TBAs) are found in most societies. 
They are usually older ladies. 
They conduct over two thirds of 
the deliveries in the world, yet the 
majority are illiterate and are not 
trained in modern medicine. 

TB As in Kaabong Subdistrict 
(Uganda) conduct over 90% of the 
deliveries. The area is semi-arid with 
few inaccessible health units and poor 
transport services. 

, So not only do the TBAs conduct 
deliveries, they also provide care for 
pregnant women during the ante
natal and post-natal period . They also 
provide care for the newborn and 
treat most of the maternal and 
childhood diseases. 

Diagnosis 
Pregnancy is usually only diagnosed 
by noticing enlargement of the 
abdomen, later in pregnancy. Most 
are able to determine the position of 
the baby in the uterus and they will 

often attempt to turn a baby lying in a 
position other than longitudinally. 
This procedure may lead to separation 
of the placenta or premature labour. 

Nearly all the TBAs are herbalists and 
will treat problems during pregnancy 
with herbal preparations. The majority 
of pregnant women treated go through 
pregnancy without problems, after 
being treated with herbal preparations. 
But the use of herbs indiscriminately, 
in pregnancy or labour, could be 
dangerous - particularly to treat 
vaginal bleeding in late pregnancy 
(women should be referred for medical 
help immediately). 

Women in Kaabong usually present to 
TB As in established labour so there is 
no time to boil instruments. The 
majority of TB As do not wash their 
hands before conducting a delivery, 
nor do they clean and sterilise the 
instruments used to cut the cord. 

Training programme 
A training programme is now 
established in Kaabong to work with 
TBAs. They learn to diagnose early 
pregnancy and to refer women with 
babies lying in abnormal positions. 
They are trained to examine pregnant 
women for anaemia, by looking at the 
tongue. The TBAs give pregnant 
women iron and folic acid tablets 
routinely. 

They learn hygienic practices in 
delivery - washing hands, using sterile 
instruments to cut the cord and using 
boiled water to wash the cord, rather 
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Many traditional birth attendants advise 
mothers on child care as well as assisting 
at deliveries. 

than the traditional practice of 
applying rat faeces, soot or ghee. 

Mothers are advised to rest for at least 
a week after birth. During this time, 
they are fed on a rich diet of milk and 
blood which encourages breastmilk 
They are encouraged to breastfeed 
their babies immediately. 

TBAs also advise mothers to abstain 
from sex until the child is crawling. 
This may be helpful as a form of chil 
spacing, especially in areas like 
Kaabong where family planning 
services are only accessible to a few 
mothers. Mothers are encouraged to 
take the babies for immunization and 
they are taught about the use of oral 
rehydration fluids to treat diarrhoea . 

Saving lives 
In conclusion, experience in Kaabong 
shows that TBAs are very willing to be 
trained and to accept modern ideas in 
medicine. So let us not despise TBAs. 
Instead let us work together with them 
to save the lives of mothers and babies. 
They can be of great value, particularly 
in areas where modern health units are 
inaccessible, if they are given more 
knowledge through training. 

Dr Godwill Assiimwe Okiror has worked 
for several years training traditional birth 
attendants in NE Uganda . She has found 
that they are eager to learn how to improve 
their service to mothers by adopting simple 
improvements in hygiene and diagnosis . 
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