PRESIDENT’S PAGE

DiamondsareForever!

UPENDRA KINJAWADEKAR
President, Indian Academy of Pediatrics, 2023
upen228@gmail.com

o all the readers of Indian Pediatrics, | wish
you and your family ahappy and healthy 2023.
Over thelast few months, the daily caseload of
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has been
steadily declining in India, and we seem to be optimisti-
caly entering a post-pandemic era. It is time now to
implement the numerouslessons|earned over thelast two
years, as well as to reinvigorate pre-pandemic efforts to
improve child health in India, which continues to be the
coremandate of the Indian Academy of Pediatrics(IAP).

Thel APcelebratesits Diamond Jubileeyear thisyear,
which is a good time to reflect on al that we have
collectively achieved whilereminding ourselvesof all that
isyet tobedone. Milestoneslikethe diamond jubileeyear
allow usto feel asense of pride and appreciation for what
our predecessors have achieved through the organiza-
tion. In 1964, the organization pledged to raise the
standards of the medical profession and medical
education to provide quality care to every child in the
country; to stimulate cordia relationships among all
pediatricians and nurture the growth and diffusion of
medical knowledge in every corner of the country. These
founding tenets remain just as relevant in 2023, as |AP
strives to achieve the best possible preventive and
curative care for every child, irrespective of gender/
region/socioeconomic strata/caste etc.

Indiastill hasalong way to goto ensureevery childis
adequately nourished and receives the right develop-
mental environment to grow to her full potential. NFHS-5
data [1], released in the thick of the pandemic, exposed
some worrying trends about the double threat of
malnutrition in the country. On the one hand, the data
showsan increasein severewasting in children lessthan
fiveyearsof ageand only amarginal decreasein stunting.
On the other hand, the survey made another startling
revelation —an increasing number of under-five children
are overweight. With rapid urbanization and easy access
to“orderingin,” we may be staring at the very real threat
of childhood obesity and diabetes, something we
thought (until very recently) is a public health challenge
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only in developed countries. These figures show that
while one segment of society may not have access to
essential nutrients, another segment is relying more and
more on empty calories and junk food — both leading to
the insidious outcome of child malnutrition. As a
collective, IAP must step up our advocacy efforts to
enhance policiesthat aimtoimprovenutritional outcomes
in children. But we should also look for instancesin our
daily practice where we can monitor and track growth
rates and identify danger signs early. Growth charts are
simplebut powerful toolsthat we areall equipped with, to
identify children whose growth status is worrying and
needs more attention. The child does not enter obesity
without crossing over the overweight line and the same
holds at the other extreme of undernutrition. Though, we
al have the growth charts printed and attached to the
patient record file, timely plotting on the chart is as
important as documenting the immunization details.
Weight for age is noted by most but somehow length/
height for age and weight for length/height is overlooked
whenwevery well know that stunting isalmost irreversi-
ble after two years of age. | urge you al to use the IAP
growth chart to track the growth of every child who
comesto your clinic.

Secondly, we have made only marginal gains in
breastfeeding practicesin the country, over the last half-
decade. Theincidence of early initiation (within onehour
of birth) has been ailmost stagnant since 2015. Every IAP
member attending a delivery must ensure that every
newborn baby is allowed direct skin to skin contact and
thereby a chance to initiate breastfeeding within an hour
after birth, whether in the labor room or OT. While the
uptake of exclusive breastfeeding in the first six months
hasimprovedinthisperiod (54.9%in 2015-16t063.7%in
2019-20), thereisstill alot of scopetoimprove. For every
challenge in the successful implementation of exclusive
breastfeeding, there is a scientific and evidence-based
solution that only needs our time and total commitment.
Complementary feeding practice after the six-month mark
hasimproved only dightly (42.7%in 2015-16t045.9%in
2019-20). Only 11.3% of childreninthe6-23 month bracket
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arereceiving an adequate diet —which means only onein
ten infants is obtaining sufficient nourishment. With all
the discourse around early child development and the
emphasisonthefirst 1,000 daysof life, thisfinding serves
asarudereality check for all of us.

| would propose making the ‘6-month visit' a
milestone pediatric check-up for thechild, whereinwecan
use it as an opportunity to closely inspect the status of
the child’'s growth while also counseling the parents on
the importance of a minimum acceptable diet, dietary
diversity and initiating complementary feeding while
continuing breastfeeding. Spending time on this routine
6-month visit will surely pay rich dividends as it aso
allows the pediatrician to assess not only the gross and
fine motor milestonesbut the social communication skills
too, which can alert usfor certainred flags.

Nurturing Care-Early Care Development (NC-ECD),
the flagship program of AP started in 2021, by the then
President Dr. Piyush Gupta[2], hasreached amilestone of
hundred workshops conducted all over the country, and
another hundred in the pipeline for 2023. Although, our
workshopstrainthe pediatricians, the ultimate goal isthat
this training reaches parents/caregivers, sensitizing them
about the importance of NC-ECD during the ‘ well-child’
visitsand to bringing about a positive behavior changein
them. We still need to ideate on simple, affordable and
feasible methods to reach a maximum number of
beneficiaries. Dr Nandita Chatterjee, from team Udbhaas
CDCin collaboration with UNICEF K olkatahas published
anovel ideaof ropinginfrontlineworkersand young girls
from the community itself, to further disseminate the
merits of NC-ECD to new parents [3]. | hope that such
voicesfromthefieldinspiremore novel ideas, whichisthe
need of the hour for the program to have a significant
reach and impact.

Lastly, aword about strengthening our immunization
practices. Towards the end of last year, we had an
unexpected and unfortunate surge of measles in many
areas of the country. It has taught us the lesson that ‘ not
loweringtheguard’ wasnot meant only for COVID-19 but
infact for all infectious diseases. L et us ensure complete
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protection to every child from vaccine preventable
diseases by advocating and offering age-appropriate
vaccines.

Asthelargest body of pediatriciansin the country, we
can makeasignificant differenceto child healthin Indiaby
adopting these s mpleyet impactful measuresin our day-to-
day practice. In a post-pandemic world, children are
looking at adizzyingly fast-paced, virtual and compe-titive
future, set in deteriorating climatic conditions, which brings
aongitsown set of challengestotheir menta and physical
well-being. We are also witnessing the co-existence of
contradictory public health challenges(e.g., rising number
of overweight and underweight children). Thetimeisnow
togoinwith all gunsblazing to advocate and act on early
initiation of breast feeding, exclusive breast feeding for six
months, timely introduction of complementary feeding,
growth monitoring, strengthening our immunization
practices, and finally empowering and guiding every
parent/caregiver in applying principals of NC- ECD to
prevent acascade of more seriouschild health problemsin
thefuture.

Whenitissaidthat ‘ Diamondsareforever,’ it actually
meansadiamond never losesitsvalue. Similarly, inlAP's
diamond jubileeyear, et usall pledgeto collectively work
to overcome newer challenges for better health and
wellbeing of our children, keeping our corevaluesintact.

In all things that are purely social, we can be as
separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things
essential to mutual progress.

— George Washington
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