
Where dmgs don't help 
A great many infants suffering from diarrhoea do 
not die from the disease but from mismanagement 
-and the principal cause of death is dehydration 

ecause diarrhoea in infants and 
children has so often resulted 
in death in the past, parents 

always tend to panic. Grandma herself 
may take the lead: "Don't give him 
anything by mouth ... and particularly 
not milk. " "Water?" "No ... it makes 
him vomit." Anxiety and inexperi
ence make mothers do as they are 
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told; they impose fasting to "rest 
the gut" when their child has watery 
stools and when the diarrhoea is ac
companied by vomiting. Only a few 
diarrhoea! episodes are needed for 
such children to become overtly mal
nourished. 

Besides imposing fasting, mothers 
tend to turn to their second weapon: 

drugs. Particularly in developing 
countries, people somehow believe 
that a successful treatment must in
clude drugs "and the more the bet
ter". Parents frequently buy them 
without even consulting a physician. 
"Why shouldn't we? Doctors ulti
mately prescribe them anyway." The 
most popular of the so-called anti-



diarrhoea! medicines are antibiotics, 
constipating mixtures, anti-motility 
drugs and anti-emetics. A great many 
children with diarrhoea in developing 
countries receive such drugs in dif
ferent combinations, if their parents 
have access to them. Are they really 
necessary? 

Although it may sound logical to say 
that antibiotics are necessary in cases 
of diarrhoea, the truth of the matter is 
that they usually are not. The causa
tive agents of diarrhoea are mostly 
viruses and therefore are not affected 
by antibiotics . In addition, research 
and practice have proved that many 
bacterial cases can do without antibio
tics, and that their use may even be 
hazardous. Only a minority of specific 
diarrhoea! cases really require antibio
tic treatment, and these are usually 
identifiable by physicians. 

Constipating mixtures include a var
iety of substances known to lessen the 
fluidity of stools, such as pectin, kaolin 
and chalk. They are sold either alone 
or in combination with various anti
biotics, and are so popular that one 
can find them in every home as a rapid 
treatment for diarrhoea. 

It is true that they may lessen the 
fluidity of motions, but this is be
cause of their presence in the stools 
and not because they represent a 
cure. They have been found to affect 
neither the infectious process nor the 
changes that lead to intestinal fluid 
loss. On the contrary, they may even 
facilitate microbial attachment to the 
intestinal wall, and may cause intes
tinal obstruction when given to the 
newborn. 

The most "fashionable" drugs 
among parents and physicians in treat
ing diarrhoea these days are the so
called anti-motility medicines. These 
lower the motility of the gut, but by 
doing so they retain diarrhoea] fluid 
within the intestine. Thus, though they 
are claimed to have a "magical effect" 
in diarrhoea, they are in fact conceal
ing it and not treating it. In fact toxic 
symptoms that can prove fatal have 
been reported. 

Cholera victim recovering at a rural treat
ment centre. Many others die as a result of 
mismanagement. 
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More often than not, vomiting is 
over-estimated by mothers who be
come very anxious and scared about 
their babies. This vomiting frequently 
abates if oral fluids are given in small 
quantities. Mothers (and doctors too) 
often rush to use anti-emetics, which 
may have adverse effects, not the least 
of which is the impairment of con
sciousness and interference with tak
ing of fluid orally. 

The outcome of this kind of treat
ment of diarrhoea, as urged on the 
mother by Grandma, can be haz
ardous: dehydration, a dash to hos
pital and perhaps even death. A 

"Dehydration kills " says this Brazilian 
government poster, urging the use of rehy
dration solution and continued feeding. 

great many infants with diarrhoea do 
not die from the disease but from 
mismanagement, and the principal 
cause of death is dehydration. In 
essence the prevention and treatment 
of dehydration is the key to saving the 
lives of children with diarrhoea. 

In short, the most recommended 
treatment for acute diarrhoea is for 
mothers to give their children oral 
rehydration salts (ORS)-preferably 
without stopping feeding them. • 
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