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Introduction: Over 250000 persons were displaced within the Northern Province, Sri Lanka at the end of the 

war (2009/10). With the ensuing resettlement process, the Japan Social Development Fund emergency project 

(JSDF) on Local Nutrition interventions for the Northern Province was implemented to combat undernutrition 

in children. A baseline survey was undertaken to describe prevalence of acute malnutrition among children < 

5 years in the Northern Province and associated factors that would inform project activities of supplementary 

feeding, community mobilization and behavior change communication. 
Methodology: A cross sectional survey using a multistage cluster sampling design evaluated nutrition status in 

a representative sample of 2600 children aged 0-5 years from the Northern Province. Height and weight were 

measured using standard survey equipment, and anthropometric indices (height-for-age Z, weight-for-age Z, 

weight-for-height) were calculated using WHO growth standards and Anthro software. An 

interviewer-administered questionnaire elicited data on breastfeeding, complementary feeding and nutrition 

knowledge and practices of caregivers. Significant factors associated with nutrition indicators were identified 

by multiple logistic regression analysis [presented as Adjusted Odds Ratios (AOR)]. 
Results: Prevalence of Global Acute Malnutrition (WHZ<-2) among children aged 0-5 years was 20.1%; 

Moderate Acute Malnutrition (MAM; WHZ<-2 and ≥-3) was 15.7% and 5.6 % had Severe Acute Malnutrition 

(SAM; WHZ<-3). Multivariate analysis of younger children (0-23 months) showed that SAM and MAM were 

associated with increasing age [12-17 month olds were more likely to be wasted compared to younger children 

(AOR 1.7)]. Other associated factors were low birth weight (AOR 1.54) and lack of toilets (AOR 2.02), a proxy 

indicator of poor socioeconomic status. Risk of wasting was greater with recent episodes of acute respiratory 

infection (AOR 1.51). Assessment of dietary practices and feeding behaviours indicated that 66.7 % were 

exclusively breastfed and majority of mothers breastfed their infant within one hour of birth. 73% were 

introduced to solid, semi-solid or soft foods at 8 months. Among 6-23 month children, 48.5% achieved 

minimum dietary diversity, 65.2% achieved minimum meal frequency and only 35.5% achieved a minimum 

acceptable diet. Almost 50% of care-givers restricted foods when their children were ill. 58 % of mothers 

shared the supplementary cereal given to children with MAM, with family members. Mothers’ knowledge in 

basic nutritional values of foods was poor but, 80 % availed themselves of growth monitoring and promotion 

activities provided by the healthcare delivery programme. 
Conclusions: This survey provides comprehensive data on nutrition status and associated factors influencing 

nutrition in a post-war population. Prevalence of acute malnutrition was high and was associated with 

infection, inadequate quantity and quality of diet and poor socio economic status. Nutrition knowledge and 

feeding behaviours of mothers was inadequate. The JSDF interventions, consisting of filling gaps in service 

delivery, promotion of better feeding behaviours and community involvement in growth monitoring and 

promotion through formation of mothers clubs would have a significant impact on malnutrition. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


