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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentleman, Dear Colleagues, 
 
 
 It is with great pleasure that I welcome you today to this World Health Organization Workshop 

on Complementary feeding of Infants and Young Children, run jointly by the Regional Office for the 

Eastern Mediterranean and the Regional Office for Africa. 

 

 I would like to thank the Government of Ethiopia for so kindly agreeing to host this important 

inter-regional event and I would like to thank all your governments for nominating you to participate and 

share your wide experience. 

 

 The theme of this Workshop is complementary feeding, a term that was coined relatively recently. 

We used to speak of “weaning” and of “weaning foods”, and even the “weaning process”. It was found, 

however, that these terms led to a misunderstanding of the nature of the process we were trying to 

describe. 
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 Many people used to interpret “weaning foods” as those introduced at the cessation of breast-

feeding, and when we talked of introduction of “weaning foods” at about 6 months, this created, in the 

minds of many, a picture of breast-feeding first and weaning foods later. 

 

 What we were trying to describe, however, was not a process of replacement, but a 

complementary process whereby an infant evolves gradually from exclusive breast-feeding to 

participation in the family diet, step by step. 

 

 The term “complementary feeding” was introduced to illustrate this gradual process and to 

emphasize the importance of continued breast-feeding together with complementary feeding. 

 

 Over the years, WHO, UNICEF and other agencies have been very active in the promotion, 

protection and support of breast-feeding, with very encouraging results. It is now time to promote, with 

equal vigour, the appropriate complementary feeding of infants and young children. 

 

 Exclusive breast-feeding is essential in the first four to six months of a child’s life, but if this 

exclusive breast-feeding is not reinforced in a timely and appropriate manner by complementary feeding, 

this same exclusively breast-fed child is at risk of malnutrition. 

 

 In the countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region, even the most affluent ones, childhood 

malnutrition, especially growth-retardation, still persists; and deficiencies of several micronutrients, 

especially iron deficiency, are an important problem among young children. 

 

 Complementary feeding must provide more energy and nutrients than breast-milk does. In many 

instances, the child’s “first foods” are thin gruel, or other concoctions that are low in energy and nutrient 

density, which may even inhibit the absorption of the few nutrients they contain.  

 

 There have, over recent decades, been considerable socio-economic changes in the countries of 

the Eastern Mediterranean Region. The rate of urbanization is extremely high in many countries, leading 

to profound changes in infant-feeding and child-rearing practices. 

 

 Instead of growing their own foods, those living in the big cities of the Eastern Mediterranean 

Region have to purchase food from the market. The money available to the family has to feed, clothe, 

house and transport them, as well as take care of all their other needs. 
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  Newly urbanized people are faced with unfamiliar foods and exposed to the lures of advertising 

suggesting that the ubiquitous commercial weaning foods are best for their babies. 

 

 Faced with insufficient budgets and difficult food choices, the urban poor in many countries of 

the Eastern Mediterranean Region rely on easy-to-find cheap foods such as bread and tea to feed their 

young children. 

 

 Others have started to use commercial weaning foods, which can be found everywhere in the 

Eastern Mediterranean Region—even in the markets of war-torn Afghanistan. These foods are expensive 

and therefore often prepared in ways that reduce their nutrient value. 

 

 A different problem is seen in the richer countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region, where 

children are brought up by nannies from different cultures, who have different complementary feeding 

practices. 

 

 Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

 The challenge facing you this week is how to improve the complementary feeding practices in 

your countries, so that infants and young children will receive nutritious, tasty, complementary foods, 

which are rich in all the important nutrients needed by growing children, and safely prepared. 

 

 Many of the multi-mixes advocated by nutritionists require long cooking, grinding, mashing or 

other laborious processes. Your task is to identify technologies that can be used at household level to 

facilitate the preparation of such nutritious foods. 

 

 It is also important to look into the possibility of establishing small-scale industrial ventures, 

which can empower women and communities to improve their economic situation, while also improving 

their children’s diet. 

 

 In the Eastern Mediterranean Region there is one major foundation on which we can build to give 

appropriate messages to help people improve the care and feeding of their children, and that is  Islam. The 

Holy Quran provides innumerable references to breast-feeding, child care, and lifestyles in general. 

 

 The Eastern Mediterranean Region has good experience of working closely with religious leaders 

in the areas of AIDS prevention and control, smoking cessation and the promotion of breast-feeding. Such 
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cooperation in the area of complementary feeding would be highly beneficial to achieve the main 

objective of this workshop, namely to promote appropriate complementary feeding practices.  

 

 You share among yourselves a wealth of experiences from many countries and cultures. I am 

looking forward to seeing as an outcome of this workshop a set of appropriate guidelines for improving 

infant feeding practices in your countries. 

 

 I wish you all successful deliberations. 

 


