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Breastfeeding in rainy season 'wards off
disease'
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Putative EED risk factors by age. (A) Kaplan-Meier survival curve for reported
continuous exclusive breastfeeding since birth amongst 99 cohort participants
recorded prospectively by weekly caretaker recall. Prelacteal feed recipients

(n = 18) are considered still exclusively breastfeeding. Vertical dashed line
indicates six months of age. (B) Current reported exclusive breastfeeding status
by day of age amongst 99 cohort participants. Ordered by age at first
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introduction of complementary foods (top three participants had not started
complementary foods prior to exit from study). Black lines indicate that the
participant was reported to have received only breastmilk on that day. Gray lines
indicate that complementary foods were given on that day. Total line length
differs by participant due to varying duration of follow-up. Vertical dashed line
indicates six months of age. (C) Breath hydrogen test Rome criteria results by
age. Error bars indicate 95% confidence interval for proportion negative. (D)
Incidence rates by age for acute illnesses and antibiotics. Rates are unadjusted
and estimated by integer month age category. Error bars indicate 95%
confidence intervals. Parasitaemia indicates Plasmodium species diagnosed by
slide microscopy. Credit: eClinicalMedicine (2022). DOI:
10.1016/j.eclinm.2022.101403

Breastfeeding infants continuously for six months during the rainy
season, without including any other foods, may help prevent a disease
linked to micronutrient deficiencies, a study suggests.

The disease, called environmental enteric dysfunction (EED), is common
among children in low-income settings and is linked to poor sanitation,
micronutrient deficiencies and low height in children, the study says.

"Exclusive breastfeeding protects against environmental enteric
dysfunction, especially if it is introduced during the rainy season," says
James Berkley, a co-author of the study and professor of pediatric
infectious disease at the University of Oxford in England. "Foods other
than breast milk are more likely to be contaminated during the rainy
season."

Berkley says the research indicates that poor growth and frequent illness
remain common in resource-poor countries and can be linked to
environmental enteric dysfunction.
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"We do not know the cause of environmental enteric dysfunction or
when it first begins in childhood," he tells SciDev.Net. "We wanted to
see if abnormal growth of bacteria in the upper small bowel and small
intestinal bacterial overgrowth might be responsible, along with looking
[for] other potential exposures like infections, antibiotics, and
breastfeeding," Berkley says. "The findings show that stopping exclusive
breastfeeding was strongly associated with [the] disease."

The researchers studied 100 infants at birth in Junju—a settlement in
rural coastal Kenya—from August 2015 to January 2017, and examined
each infant for nine months. The babies were periodically assessed for
growth and different indices such as diet, breastfeeding, illness episodes
and medication.

"During the rainy season, diarrhea, fever and breathing difficulty
occurred more frequently, [and] markers of EED were worse," says the
study published in eClinicalMedicine last month (21 April). "We heard
from participants' caregivers that complementary foods consumed
during the rainy season have usually been stored for longer and may
therefore be at higher risk of bacterial or fungal toxin contamination or
loss of nutrient value."

Goodness Anyanwu, a nutritionist at the Federal Ministry of Health,
Nigeria, tells SciDev.Net that the six-month period of exclusive
breastfeeding enhances infant gut maturity before the introduction of
complementary feeding.

"The angle of intensifying exclusive breastfeeding during the rainy
season, especially for babies born in that period to prevent enteric
contamination from grains stored over a long time is revealing," says
Anyanwu. "It shows that for children above six months, predominant
breastfeeding should be a priority during the rainy season."
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She recommends that the study is used as an advocacy tool for the World
Breastfeeding Week that happens globally every August. "Results of
research such as this should be incorporated into nutrition education
modules, both in the rural communities and urban regions. It will also be
beneficial at the national and Sub-Saharan [Africa] level," she says.

Berkley adds that families and nutritionists should be made aware of the
risk of early discontinuation of breastfeeding, which is greatest during
the rainy season.

More information: Rosie J. Crane et al, Cessation of exclusive
breastfeeding and seasonality, but not small intestinal bacterial
overgrowth, are associated with environmental enteric dysfunction: A
birth cohort study amongst infants in rural Kenya, eClinicalMedicine

(2022). DOI: 10.1016/j.eclinm.2022.101403
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