
UNICEF: 11 years in the field 
UNICEF bought its first supply of oral rehydration salts 
nearly 11 years ago. Today ORS are being consumed all 
around the world at a rate of eight packets every second 

ast year saw a continued 
dramatic increase in the global 

.__ .. supply and use of oral rehy
dration salts (ORS). More than 270 
million packets were produced and, 
of these, more than one-half were 
made in developing countries them
selves. Together with WHO, UNICEF has 
assisted about 40 countries to under
take local production of ORS-provid
ing technical expert assistance, plant 
and machinery, raw materials and 
packaging. In addition, UNICEF is now 
providing over 70 million packets a 
year directly to CDD (Diarrhoea! Dis
ease Control) programmes around 
the world. 

It was nearly 11 years ago, in 
July 1975, that UNICEF purchased its 
first supply of ORS on what then no 
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doubt seemed an ambitious scale-
1,088,000 packets from Australia . 
These lasted 18 months, as the de
mand for this new and fairly unknown 
product was slow. 

Today UNICEF's warehouse in 
Copenhagen ships ORS at the rate of 
one million packets every three and a 
half days-a major logistical feat. 
These salts are so well known that 
they are being consumed at the rate of 
about eight packets every second 
around the world. 

A turning point in UNICEF's activities 
came in January 1983 when a meeting 
was held in New York between the 
UNICEF and WHO secretariats and with a 
number of invited specialists in the 
field of diarrhoea! disease control. A 
course was charted for taking a much 

greater initiative to promote ORT; it 
had been included as the "0" in 
"GOBI ", the now famous acronym 
for UNICEF's focus on: 

Growth Monitoring 
Oral Rehydration Therapy 
Breastfeeding 
Immunization 

From that meeting was born the 
UNICEF/WHO Joint Statement, "The 
Management of Diarrhoea and Use of 
Oral Rehydration Therapy," which 
was published in June 1983 and has 
since been reprinted in a second 
edition in 1985. 

At UNICEF's 110 field offices and in 
HQ New York, CDD programmes and 
the promotion of ORT have been a 
priority in our efforts in support of the 
Child Survival and Development Re
volution, and have been used as an 
entry point in getting Primary Health 
Care into an operational reality. 

UNICEF is now using the improved 
formula of ORS in which trisodium 
citrate, dihydrate, replaces the sodium 
bicarbonate of the original formula. 
The advantage of the citrate ORS is 
that it is far more stable when stored 
under tropical conditions, and can be 
packaged in polyethylene or lighter 
gauge aluminium foil. In addition, it 
may reduce the amount of stool out
put in severe acute diarrhoea (e.g. in 
cholera), and has the ancillary benefit 
of being better-tasting. Mothers who 
in the past sometimes reacted ad-

Traditional birth attendants in the Philip
pines learn about ORS. 
Photo WHO/J. Abcede 
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versely to the "bicarbonate" taste of 
the old ORS now have less hesitation 
in giving it to their children. At pre
sent UNICEF and WHO do not advocate 
flavouring ORS, since this may poss
ibly cause problems of over-use after a 
child has been restored to a normal 
degree of hydration. 

We are also running tests to judge 
the usefulness of providing with every 
five packets of ORS a plastic bag 
which when filled with water will 
measure one litre. The litre of water 
can then be put into a mixing bowl to 
make up the solution. The bag will be 
printed with instructions in pictograms 
and with text in several languages, 
which of course cannot be fitted into 
the space available on a single packet. 
Thus the bag will overcome two long
standing problems-how to measure a 
litre of water accurately and how to 
print the instructions for use in pic
tures and in appropriate languages. 

UNICEF is sponsoring a number of 
KAP (Knowledge-Attitude-Practice) 
surveys to determine how best to 
popularise oral rehydration in a way 
that is acceptable to the people. It is 
also vigorously developing social 
mobilisation programmes with numer
ous governments to ensure wide
spread knowledge of the benefits of 
ORT: this includes both the use of 
home-prepared solutions made from 
ingredients normally available in the 
household, such as starchy soups or 
sugar and salt in the correct propor
tions, to prevent dehydration occur
ring as a result of an acute attack of 
diarrhoea, and the use of prepackaged 
ORS, usually available from a local 
health centre, dispensary or worker, 
primarily as an effective treatment of 
dehydration if that should have set in. 

Various approaches have been tried 
with success, including teaching im
parted through the church or the 
mosque, through traditional mid
wives, schoolteachers, party officials 
and women's organisations, and 
through television, radio and news
papers. 

A good example of this kind of 
initiative is in Bangladesh, where a 
public information campaign started in 
1984. This resulted in 87.5 per cent of 
primary schoolchildren being involved 
in some form of follow-up activity; 
over 52 per cent knew how to make 
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Fathers too have no difficulty in giving oral 
rehydration to their children, as here in 
Pakistan. 
Photo W HO/UNICEF/B. Thomas 

ORS solution, and in 73 .5 per cent of 
homes, household-prepared solutions 
were used to treat diarrhoea episodes. 
Valuable lessons have been learned 
from this first campaign to involve 
primary schoolchildren, and future 
programmes of this kind are planned. 

UNICEF supports and assists the 
development of comprehensive CDD 
programmes in more than 7 5 coun
tries. These aim not only to ensure the 
universal availability of ORT or pre
vent dehydration, but also to concen
trate on basic preventive measures 
including: 
- promotion of breastfeeding ; 

- immunisation against measles, 
which is often closely associated with 
deaths from diarrhoea! diseases; 
- provision of clean drinking water 
and good hygiene and sanitation mea
sures. UNICEF provides assistance total
ling some US$ 70 million a year to 
over 94 countries for water supply and 
sanitation projects, bringing fresh 
water supplies for the first time to 
over 15 million people each year ; 
- clean preparation and storage of 
food; 
- health education of parents, par
ticularly in respect of sound nutri
tional practices ; 
- providing high-potency retinol cap
sules for infants and children in the 
community, since vitamin A deficien
cy is linked not only to blindness but 
also to diarrhoea! disease. • 
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