Mothers and babies benefit from a place of their own: Two success stories
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Amid the scramble to provide adequate shelter and care in emergency situations, the outline is emerging of an effective and low-cost intervention: providing a safe place where mothers can rest, eat and receive good

advice about breastfeeding and nutrition.

In the past, mothers may have received some breastfeeding support at health centres, feeding centres or hospitals, but care for their healthy children often got lost in services for those who were severely ill or malnourished.

“There is a need for another level of care, specifically for mothers and their infants, separate from the

sick children,” said Yvonne Grellety, Nutrition Adviser in Emergencies for UNICEF. This involves rest and food, education and support in a safe environment. Mothers who receive such care, she said, “are better able to care for their babies.” Two recent country examples attest to this. 

Albanian camp provides support

In a refugee camp in Kukes (Albania), Anne Sophie Fournier, Technical Director for Action contre la faim (Action against Hunger), observed how a tent set up for washing babies and staffed by relief workers became an ad hoc meeting place for breastfeeding support. “Women with infants found they could take care of their older children while also consulting with advisers, nurses and midwives about their breastfeeding concerns,” she said. Soon, each of the six camps in Kukes had a space set aside where mothers could breastfeed and bathe their children. This enhanced support for breastfeeding, said Ms.

Fournier, raised awareness of the indiscriminate use of infant formula in the camps, and led to its regulation. A relactation programme was started to help mothers who had used donated formula to resume breastfeeding. 

Emergency shelters become babyfriendly in Honduras

In Honduras, the principles of BFHI were adapted for use in shelters housing victims of the devastating Hurricane Mitch in October 1998.
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A woman breastfeeds her baby at a school serving as a temporary shelter in the city of Choluteca (Honduras) during Hurricane Mitch in 1998.UNICEF/98-0612/Balaguer

During the emergency, said Adriana Hernandez, Assistant Programme Officer for UNICEF Honduras, “neighbouring countries and organizations were donating bottles, infant food and infant formula, which had the potential to undermine the advanced state of breastfeeding promotion in the country.” A three-week project, initiated by the Honduran Health Ministry and supported by UNICEF, offered counselling

and support for breastfeeding mothers with children under two years of age. Trained breastfeeding

counsellors from nearby health centres were assigned to the temporary shelters. Eighteen shelters housed 2,354 people, including 236 infants under six months of age and 52 pregnant women. The World Food Programme donated food rations and nutritional cookies for lactating mothers to improve their nutritional status. UNICEF donated cups to replace feeding bottles, and storage containers for expressed breastmilk.

The most important component of the project, according to Ms. Hernandez, was the opportunity for interaction with mothers. Mothers, grandmothers and caregivers could meet one-to-one with breastfeeding counsellors and view demonstrations of healthy, hygienic and low-cost food preparation. Health centre personnel saw to the health needs of children under five years of age. Posters and leaflets with breastfeeding recommendations were given to all mothers. Once the crisis ended, participating health centres and volunteers received diplomas from Honduran health authorities to acknowledge the importance of their work. While the project’s success has led to discussions of expanding the concept within Honduras during non-emergency times, it is also a model worth duplicating in crisis areas around the world. With donor assistance, places where mothers can receive care and support can become a regular feature of emergency response programmes.
