
Disease surveillance: 
keeping a watch on noma 

Oro-facial noma is often under-reported. It 
is not easy to diagnose, particularly in the 
early stages, the case fatality rate is high and, 
in many of the places where noma occurs, 
registration systems are poor or nonexist
ent. In any case, there are often social and 
cultural barriers to admitting that a commu
nity has the disease. 

Surveillance of noma is essential. Only with 
effective surveillance can needs be identi
fied accurately - needs for education, 
medical supplies, health care, early inter
vention and prompt referral. Surveillance 
provides the epidemiological data that are 
needed so that preventive steps can be taken, 
effective care planned and progress in com
bating the disease measured. WHO's strat
egy aims to reduce the incidence of noma 
and the high death rate it causes through 
integrated management of affected children 
within primary health care. 

What is noma? 

The clinical description of noma varies with 
the evolution of the disease. It is a disease 
of childhood that, in its acute stage, is char
acterized successively by necrotic ulcera
tive gingivitis, facial oedema, a greyish scab, 
and finally loss of tissue. Cases can be clas
sified as: 

• Suspected: A child of 6 months to 6 
years with necrotic ulcerative gingivi
tis and clinical signs of immunodefi
ciency. 

Recommended 
surveillance of noma 
The following steps are recommended: 

• There should be notification from sen
tinel sites. 

• Surveillance should be both geographic 
and demographic. 

• Each hospital should have its own sys
tem of surveillance. 

• Medical records should be maintained 
even at the peripheral level. 

• All suspected or confirmed cases should 
be reported systematically each month 
from the periphery of the health sys
tem to the intermediate and central lev
els. 

• 

Data to be collected at the peripheral level 
and at sentinel sites should include at least: 

0 International Classification of Diseases 
(I CD) code, age, sex, geographical area; 

0 risk factors; 

0 whether treatment has been given (yes/ 
no), and what the treatment was; 

• Probable: A child of 6 months to 6 0 whether the case was referred (yes/no); 
years with a facial oedema and clini-
cal signs of immunodeficiency. 0 hospitalization (yes/no); 

• Confirmed: A child of 6 months to 6 0 outcome. 
years with a greyish scab or tissue loss 
(danger signs) or presenting with tis-
sue loss as an after-effect. 

Data to be notified cumulatively are: 

0 number and type of cases among chil
dren of less than 5 years (total and by 
geographical area); 

0 number of deaths in children less than 
5 years (total and by geographical 
area). 

Analysis of data 

Data on noma can be analysed in various 
ways: the number of cases per month, by 
geographical area, by sex, or by level of se
verity of the disease. Monthly summaries 
should be produced at regional and national 
levels. Data should be compared with that 
for the same month and geographical area 
in previous years . 

The main uses of the data are to observe 
trends in the incidence of the disease and to 
identify areas of high risk in order to target 
interventions effectively. 

Note: Many cases of noma are treated by 
traditional healers. The assistance of these 
healers could be enlisted for surveillance 
purposes. 
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Resources 
Noma today: a public health problem 
(WHO/MMC/NOMA/98.1). The report of 
an expert consultation organized by WHO 
using the Delphi method. E,F. 

Survey of orofacial mutilations and noma 
(leaflet, WHO/ORH/EMV/93.1). Contains 
survey guidelines for gathering reliable data 
about noma. Includes a survey form. E,F. 

Criteres actuels d'aide au diagnostic 
clinique pour I' identification des manifes
tations oro-faciales du noma (leaflet, 
WHO/ORH-NOMA, Oct. 1994). Describes 
the progress of noma from necrotizing gin
givitis to the loss of tissue and other health 
problems. Illustrated with colour photo
graphs. F. 

Noma, a little-known public health prob
lem (WHD/94.6). A brief review of the his
tory of noma, research findings, and the main 
health problems it causes. E,F. 

Noma Contact, No. 1. Some copies of the 
first issue of this occasional newsletter are 
still available. E,F. 

Poster: "Acting against noma" is the theme 
of this poster (see back page) which explains 
what noma is, who is at high risk, how it 
can be identified early and prevented, and 
how it should be treated if it develops. E,F. 

Single copies of these resources are avail
able free of charge. Please write to Mrs 
Marie-He!E!ne Leclercq at WHO's Noma 
Project. 

Video: About noma. A forgotten disease. 
1993, VHS, 15 minutes. E,F. Price: Sw.fr. 
40.-/US $36.00 (Sw.fr 28.- in developing 
countries). Order no. 1650078. 

The video can be ordered from Distribution 
and Sales, World Health Organization, 1211 
Geneva 27, Switzerland. 
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Active against 
noma? 
Tell us what you are doing 
Noma contact is produced by WHO on be
half of the International Action Network 
Against Noma. It is intended both as an in
formation sheet and as a means of contact 
between all the organizations and individu
als involved in the fight against this destruc
tive disease. 

WHO and other members of the Interna
tional Action Network would like to hear 
more about efforts that are being made to 
prevent and combat noma. Noma contact can 
help share information about your work and 
your experience to encourage and assist oth
ers in their efforts. 

Noma contact is prepared and distrib
uted free of charge by the staff of 
WHO's Noma Project. For 
further details, please contact: Noma 
Project, Noncommunicable Diseases, 
World Health Organization, 
1211 Geneva 27, Switzerland. 

Tel: 41 22 791 3454 

Fax: 41 22 791 0746 

E-mail: leclercqm@who.ch 

Find out more about noma on the 

World Wide Web 

WHO's website has a noma page with details of 
what the disease is, where it is found, WHO's strat
egy to combat it, the work of the members of the 
International Action Network Against Noma, as well 
as the latest news, events and resources. The noma 
web page address is: 

http://www.who.int/ncd/nomamain.htm 




