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Nutrition, Food Security and Safety 

Among several factors, nutritional status of population groups is 
closely interlinked with their health. It is therefore imperative to 
be fully aware of the various nutritional problems afflicting the 
different population groups in order to develop strategies to 
address them. 

The major burden of undernutrition in the Region is due to 
protein-energy malnutrition (PEM) and deficiencies of 
micronutrients, such as iodine, iron and vitamin A, afflicting a 
large section of vulnerable population groups. These nutritional 
problems are prevalent not only in the South-East Asian countries 
but also globally, particularly in less developed countries. 
Besides these, a set of new problems are emerging among the 
affluent sections of the population attributable to excess 
consumption of certain foods and changes in lifestyles that are 
not consistent with good health. 

Though the estimated prevalence of under-weight children has 
declined in some countries, over 70 per cent of the world's 
malnourished children live in South-East Asia. Over 600 million 
people in the Region are reported to be suffering from iron 
deficiency anaemia, predominantly affecting adolescent girls, 
pregnant women and young children with not much change in 
prevalence, over the last two decades. Approximately 212 million 
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are suffering from iodine deficiency disorder. Although available 
evidence indicates a worldwide decline in the prevalence of 
vitamin A deficiency, including in some SEA countries, it is still a 
public health problem in most countries of the Region afflicting 
1.3 million under-five children. 

WHO support was directed towards improving the quality of 
national programmes to address the major nutritional problems 
prevailing in the Region. Assistance for sustainable capacity 
building to the Member Countries was provided in various ways. 

The Regional Office organized, in November 1997, a 
Regional Consultation on Nutritional Status of Adolescent Girls 
and Women of Reproductive Age, the first time a regional 
consultation was held on this topic. The major recommendations 
outlined for action included: (a) developing a database for 
adolescent girls; (b) enlisting political commitment and social 
mobilization; (c) protection and promotion of adolescent health; 
and (d) prevention and management of anaemia. 

In this connection, the Regional Office, together with the 
Institute of Nutrition, Mahidol University, Thailand, conducted a 
regional research methodology training course for maternal and 
adolescent nutrition in May 1999. The objective was to build 
local capacity and provide participants an explicit understanding 
about how applied research is done to enable them to design 
and implement projects on their own and be better consumers 
and implementers of research results. 

Research remains an important tool for the implementation of 
national plans of action for nutrition. The South-East Asia 
nutrition research-cum action network continued to exchange 
vital experience in moving forward the nutrition research agenda, 
including promotion, protection and support of breastfeeding, 
appropriate and safe complementary food, iodine deficiency 
disorder (IDD) control and other micronutrient deficiencies. 
Relevant WHO collaborating centres and national centres of 
expertise are closely involved in this strategy. 
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The fifth meeting of the South-East Asia nutrition research-
cum-action network was held in June 1999 at the Institute of 
Nutrition, Mahidol University, Bangkok, which is the current 
secretariat of the network. The primary objectives were to review: 
(a) the status of nutrition action research intended to be 
conducted by the participants outlined at the fourth meeting held 
in Jakarta in June 1996, (b) and the multicentric action research 
conducted by the four WHO collaborating centres in nutrition 
and the status of their implementation to achieve nutritional 
goals. The network also publishes a six-monthly newsletter, which 
is an important tool for the dissemination of information relating 
to nutritional activities and research findings of the network 
within and outside the Region. 

Foodborne diseases are common in most countries of the 
Region. Microbial contamination of food and water causes a 
large percentage of morbidity and mortality due to diarrhoea. In 
addition, increasing use of chemicals in agriculture and food 
processing has added new concerns for health. The international 
marketing of food further complicates the situation. These factors 
reinforce the need for the countries to ensure the safety of their 
food products. A WHO Regional Consultation on Development 
of a Strategic Plan for Food Safety in the South-East Asia Region 
was held in the Regional Office in October 1998 to enable the 
Member Countries to address this complex issue and develop a 
regional strategy for food safety improvement. The Consultation 
developed a ten-point regional strategy which covered: food 
safety policy, food legislation, food control and inspection, 
analytical capability, epidemiological system, establishing 
working relationships with the food industry and trade, 
establishing working relationships with food service providers 
and retailers, establishing effective relationships with consumers, 
education and training in food safety and research in food 
safety. 

Food safety 
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In addition to the regional consultations, four collaborating 
centres in nutrition were technically assessed prior to 
redesignation. Support was provided to the countries 
individually: in planning, preparing study proposals and assisting 
in study design for household food and nutrition security, and 
undertaking IDD prevalence study. Assistance was also provided 
to Indonesia, Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Maldives in the 
preparation of detailed plans of action in nutrition and food 
safety programmes for the 1998-1999 biennium as well as 
preparation of food safety strategies in their respective plans of 
action. The Regional Office participated in the 11th session of the 
CODEX Coordinating Committee for Asia at Chiang Rai, 
Thailand, and assisted the participating Member Countries with 
recent activities and scientific data on food safety issues. 

The nutritional situation in DPR Korea was reviewed. It 
showed a persistent poor nutritional status of infants, young 
and school-aged children and possibly women of reproductive 
age. Case management of hospitalized children with severe 
malnutrition was assessed and improved management was 
suggested to reduce mortality and enhance quick and 
sustainable recovery. A WHO consultant was assigned to make 
an in-depth analysis and recommend an action plan for 
nutrition. A training workshop was organized by nationals, with 
technical support from the Regional Office, in Myanmar in May 
1999 to improve case management of severe malnutrition in 
hospitals in Myanmar. This was because the mortality rate 
among these children is high, recovery is slow and, in the 
absence of a systematic follow-up mechanism, the relapse rate is 
also reportedly high, as in many other developing countries. 

Technical support was provided through the World Food 
Programme in the school feeding and deworming programme, 
in selected districts in Nepal. 
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