good news on
nutrition

briefing 2: integration

Successful programmes in Uganda and Nigeria demonstrate how
integrated programmes can generate ‘win-wins' across multiple
sectors. The UK should increase spending on nutrition and promote
nutrition integration, and encourage other actors to do the same. At the
preschool level, the UK should promote multi-stakeholder partnerships
for research into immunisation-nutrition integration, and ensure that
research findings are utilised by UK-funded programmes and widely
shared. At the school level, the UK should become a member of the
School Meals Coalition, and recognise the importance and potential of
integrated school nutrition and health programmes for development.



Introduction

Therecanbenodressingupthefactthathumanityisway offtrackin achieving Sustainable
Development Goal 2 and the World Health Assembly global nutrition targets.” However,
progress on certain aspects of nutrition is occurring in some countries.

This is the second in a series of briefings that highlight positive change in key aspects
of nutrition. It focuses on integration, i.e. the delivery of ‘a range of interventions that
address multiple needs through collaboration within and across a variety of sectors...
and with participation of all relevant stakeholders to achieve common goals through
national systems'’.?2 In particular, this briefing explains the importance of providing
vitamin A supplementation (VAS) and home-grown school feeding (HGSF) through
integrated programmes using real-life stories of success.

The scale of the challenge is considerable. An estimated 250,000-500,000 children who
are deficient in vitamin A become blind annually, and half of them die within one year of
losing their sight.® Furthermore, around 284 million children of primary and secondary
school age are going hungry.*

Yet, as the following examples of integrated programming (at the preschool level in
Uganda and at the school level in Nigeria) demonstrate, it is possible to rise to these
challenges in ways that strengthen health, food, education and social protection
systems. The UK should increase spending on nutrition and promote nutrition
integration (including by continuing to use the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development's nutrition policy marker and committing to the proposed Global
Compact on Nutrition Integration), and encourage other donors and Global South
governments to do the same.

The UK should take two additional measures. First, the UK should promote multi-
stakeholder partnerships for research into immunisation-nutrition integration (INI), and
ensure that findings are utilised by UK-funded programmes and widely shared. Second, the
UK should become a member of the School Meals Coalition, and recognise the importance
and potential of integrated school nutrition and health programmes for development.



Why integrated
programmes are important

The Lusaka Agenda calls for greater alignment of global health initiatives with efforts to
achieve universal health coverage and strong health systems. Meanwhile, the Stepping
Up Effective School Health and Nutrition partnership calls for a more joined-up, systems
approach to school-based nutrition and health interventions.

This increased focus on integration is underpinned by the recognition that the potential
impact of one set of interventions can be strongly affected by interventions in other
areas. Nutrition, health, agriculture, education and other sectors are deeply interrelated.
Marginalised groups, including women and girls, pay the highest price when this reality
is underappreciated.

There are a number of specific advantages associated with integrated programming.®
First, by reducing duplication (e.g. in relation to logistics) and thus saving costs,
integration can enhance efficiency. This can be especially important in insecure settings,
where access to populations may be challenging. Second, integrated approaches
encourage questions about the particular needs of communities and how these needs
can be strategically served. Third, integrated services can reduce the burden of care
that disproportionately falls on women and girls,® while supporting their development
more comprehensively and effectively than isolated initiatives.

There are strong connections between malnutrition and vulnerability to infections.
For example, stunted children are around 32% more likely to be zero-dose (children
who have not received any routine vaccination) than to have received at least one
vaccine.” Similarly, under-vaccination is associated with an 18% higher likelihood of a
child being wasted.?



There are also strong connections between malnutrition and diminished educational
access and attainment. School meals in the Global South boost enrolment by 13%,
attendance by 12% and test scores by 15%.° Similarly, there is clear evidence that nutrition
education in schools in the Global South improves the nutritional status of students.®



Preschool level integration

Good news on preschool integration: Uganda

Where vitamin A deficiency is a public health concern, VAS is a highly cost-effective
nutrition intervention. Indeed, a recent analysis estimates that VAS is 9 to 59 times as
effective as spending on unconditional cash transfers." VAS not only protects against
blindness, it also prevents at least 12% of child deaths caused by common childhood

illnesses.'?

INI programmes deliver both nutrition interventions (which may include VAS) and
vaccinations to preschool children at key contact points between the health system
and the child. In Kampala, INI was originally a part of the Maternal and Child Health and
Nutrition (MCHN) Activity programme, which was jointly funded by the US and Ugandan
governments from January 2020 to December 2024."3Since the end of the MCHN Activity
programme, INI in the capital is now funded solely through domestic resources.

INI in Kampala involves: VAS; nutrition assessments and referrals (e.g. to therapeutic
feeding and specialised counselling) if necessary; and Bacillus Calmette-Guérin,
diphtheria-tetanus-pertussis, measles and polio vaccinations. INI is delivered through
high-volume public health facilities and community outreach. Both approaches are
necessary, as well over half of the city's population live in informal settlements, and
find transport costs and clinic waiting times to be barriers to accessing health services.

The availability of multiple health services in the form of a ‘one-stop shop’ is attractive to
members ofthe public. Significant progresswas seen just ayear after INlimplementation.
For example, data from community outreach demonstrated an increase in VAS of 52%
for the first dose and 44% for the second dose. Similarly, data from public health facilities

showed an increase of 116% in full immunisation by one year of age.

There are many reasons for the success of INI in Kampala. First, INI is supported by
various national strategies, policies, guidelines and tools. Second, INI has helped to
strengthen coordination and linkages within and between different health sectors. For



example, health workers now routinely perform nutrition assessments for children
who come for immunisation, and now more actively promote breastfeeding babies in
the first hour of birth.

Third, INI efforts have emphasised the importance of collecting and using high quality
data for planning, implementation, monitoring and learning purposes. Fourth, regular
training and mentoring for health workers, so that they can identify gaps in relation to
immunisation and nutrition regardless of the presenting complaint, has been vital.

When Aisha’s son, Troy, was 8 months old, she took him to a clinic funded by the MCHN
Activity programme.' Aisha says: “At the clinic, | was helped a lot. | was shown how
Troy was sick - that he was malnourished.” Troy was referred for further tests and
diagnosed with tuberculosis, which was the cause of his malnutrition. He was rapidly
put on a treatment regimen for tuberculosis and given ready-to-use therapeutic food.
Thankfully, as Aisha explains, Troy's health is improving: “He crawls and plays, he is
recovering rapidly, and [he] sleeps well.”

Preschool integration challenges in Uganda
and beyond

Despite the success of INI in Kampala, this approach has faced several challenges.
These challenges are also broadly relevant to other contexts in Africa and the wider
Global South.

First, integration requires more planning time and greater coordination at different
levels. Greater alignment of systems and processes, along with clarity regarding the
division of responsibilities, can maximise efficiency. In addition, more robust regulation
of the private sector, so that it contributes to - or at least does not undermine - the
goals of integrated programmes, is necessary. For example, private health providers in
Kampala lack designated catchments and targets regarding service delivery, which can
lead to vaccine wastage and difficulties in assessing their performance.



Second, there is a lack of clinical staff. This leads to longer queues and waiting times for
patients, a reliance on volunteers for delivering services, and incomplete documentation
of interventions and outcomes. Higher rates of recruitment and retention, as well as
more effective training and support, are essential to ensure sufficient numbers of
empowered clinical health workers."™

Third, there remain many members of the public who are not aware of the benefits of
immunisation or nutrition interventions. In the case of Kampala, some people leave
after the child in their care has been immunised, as some of the nutrition interventions
that are available take more time to administer. Thus greater community sensitisation
and mobilisation, as well as tailored social and behaviour change communications, can
help to inform and educate.

Fourth, there is a great need for more research that is conducted in partnership with
communities. In broad terms, there is a need to generate further evidence on the dual
impact and cost-benefit of integration. More specifically, how INI can reach zero-dose
and severely malnourished children, and how incentives can affect the uptake of INI
services, are both questions worthy of further investigation.

Finally, the new US government’s freezing of much overseas development assistance
(ODA) has been hugely damaging to health, and development more broadly, in Uganda."
While it is unclear how INI in Kampala specifically will be affected, there is likely to be at
least some negative impact, especially as it was hoped that delivery of INI through both
public health facilities and community outreach could be scaled up across the capital.



School level integration

Good news on school-based integration: Nigeria

HGSF is a government-led school feeding model that aims to provide safe, fresh,
diverse, nutritious and culturally-appropriate school meals, using food sourced from
local smallholder farmers rather than from (often subsidised) food aid or imported
commodities. The Committee on World Food Security,' African Union™ and G202° have
endorsed HGSF.

School feeding programmes are important social safety nets across the world, with a
benefit-cost ratio of between 7 and 35 in the Global South.?" A recent review conducted
by the World Food Programme demonstrates that HGSF initiatives specifically can
generate significant gains for schoolchildren and smallholder farmers alike.?? These
gains can be even greater when the school platform is used to deliver health and
nutrition interventions alongside HGSF.%

In Nigeria, the Renewed Hope National Home-Grown School Feeding Programme (‘the
Programme’) was originally initiated in 2016. The Programme seeks to integrate its
activities with school-based deworming (providing anti-parasitic drugs to children to rid
them of intestinal worms) and water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) interventions. The
Programme reaches 9.9 million children attending grades 1-3 in public primary schools
across the country.?* Moreover, the Programme procures food from over 200,000 local
farmers and has created 106,000 catering jobs (mainly for women).?

In 2019, the federal government announced that the Programme had helped to
increase enrolment in primary schools by over 20% in just four years.?¢ The Programme
also has significant health benefits for schoolchildren, in terms of better nutrition and
lower prevalence of worms.?” Furthermore, the households of smallholder farmers
benefiting from the Programme are twice more likely to be food secure compared with
the households of smallholder farmers who do not benefit from it.?



There are two key reasons for the Programme’s success. First, there is genuine political
leadership driving the Programme. Successive Presidents have promoted a version of
it. As a result, the Programme is embedded within national legislation and policies,
and is one of only two such programmes in West Africa to be entirely funded through
national resources.?

Second, a clear system allows the Programme to flourish. School caterers employed
by the Programme are expected to adhere to strict nutritional targets for meals, which
are informed by the School Menu Planner PLUS tool (an artificial intelligence-powered
online menu creation platform developed through a multi-stakeholder partnership).
These caterers are supported by national- and state-level government officials to
connect with, and purchase from, eligible local smallholder farmers (or aggregators
who work with local smallholder farmers).

Abraham lkongshul, a journalist, says the Programme "... offers a powerful antidote
to Nigerians' struggle with hunger and unequal access to education... With continued
commitment and collaborative efforts, a plate of food can truly transform lives'.*°

School-based integration challenges in Nigeria
and beyond

While they are undoubtedly exciting, integrated HGSF programmes in Nigeria, and
elsewhere in Africa, face a number of challenges.”’

First, there are financial challenges. In Nigeria, disbursement of funds by the federal
governmentcanbeinconsistent, which disruptsthe smooth operationofthe Programme.
Moreover, the federal government is seeking to double the Programme’s reach by the
end of 202532 (only 39% of primary schoolchildren currently benefit from it).3* However,
this will require substantial investment, particularly if deworming and WASH, which
have lagged behind school feeding,** are to be scaled up to the same extent.
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Second, there is a need for more capacity building and better infrastructure. In regard
to capacity building, caterers require more training in meal preparation, handling and
distribution. Similarly, smallholder farmers require greater support to supply food
during off-seasons and to form groups and networks. In regard to infrastructure, there
is a need to address poor road connectivity and inadequate storage facilities, as these
cause transportation problems and food loss.

Third, monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEAL) need to be improved. The current
MEAL system in Nigeria can cause delays and leave gaps, which can affect all groups
that participate in the Programme, and impair cross-sectoral coordination. It can also
undermine accountability mechanisms and hinder learning to inform the evolution of the
Programme. Robust MEAL frameworks and comprehensive management information
systems are necessary to generate relevant, timely, accurate and consistent data.

Fourth, greater community participation is required to maximise the potential of
integrated HGSF programmes. Although community involvement in decision-making
processes (through entities such as school-based management committees and
parent-teacher associations) is a core tenet of the Programme in Nigeria, insufficient
awareness-raising and advocacy efforts have resulted in limited engagement among
community members. This has to change in order to build support for the Programme
and ensure accountability, effectiveness and sustainability.

Finally, there is a peculiar lack of appreciation on the part of certain donors, including
the UK, regarding the benefits and potential of integrated school nutrition and health
programmes.® Investments in child nutrition and health during the first 1,000 days of
life are unquestionably important. Yet, as the School Meals Coalition and many others
have argued, in order to sustain and build upon these benefits, it is necessary to invest
in child development over the next 7,000 days as well - and schools offer a natural
platform through which such investments can be channelled.?® Moreover, when ODA
is provided for cross-sectoral programmes that leverage the school platform, it is often
inadequately reported, coordinated and monitored.*’
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Recommendations

The UK should increase spending on nutrition and promote
nutrition integration (including by continuing to use the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s
nutrition policy marker and committing to the proposed Global
Compact on Nutrition Integration), and encourage other donors
and Global South governments to do the same.

The UK should promote multi-stakeholder partnerships for
research into INI, and ensure that research findings are utilised by
UK-funded programmes and widely shared.

The UK should become a member of the School Meals Coalition,
and recognise the importance and potential of integrated school
nutrition and health programmes for development.
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