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‘happen to you

It's a preventable
condition that cuts
across all socioeconomic
groups —even one

glass of wine counts -
as‘drinking while

. pregnant’

Tracey Hawthome

‘he baby's withdrawal
’ B symiptoms were ter-
rible,” says Loretta®,
a B5-year-old man-

ager of a Cape Town
children’s home, recalling a period
15.years ago when she fostered a
two-week-old infani removed from
her mother after she was discovered
alone In 2 house with alcohol In her
bottle.

Laoretta was running a safe hmne
for valnerable children in the Cape
Flats suburb of Bishop Lavis at the
time. She says: "I knew what to
expect because I had read up on
the effects of alcohiol on bables, but
1'was shocked by how severe it was.
The baby screamed and screamed
~ and screamed, and her body went

into convulsions.”

These were, at Jeast, signs of life
— the infant was discovered by a
nelghbour, who-thought the child
was dead. At Cape Town's Karl
Bremer Hospital, the baby was
found to have high levels of alcohol
in her blood, and spent two weeks
there.

The effects of [oelal aleohol spec-
trum disorder (FASD) aren’t always
obvious at birth — many children
with FASD show no physical signs —
and often, behavioura] and learning
problems are not noticed until the
child is old enough to go to school.
Bul Loretta knew that the baby,
whom they called Clio*, was golng
to face challenges: themotherwut
lcnown aleohotic, and her two previ-
ous children had already been put
into foster care.

“Clio did have all the physlul
features of foetal alcohol syndrome
[FAS)," Loretia recalls, referring
to the characteristic smallness of
stature, small head and distinctive
facia] fu.turu of children affected
by this jorn ol' the disorder, which
is the most sévere on a spectrum
of physical and robeh

age became more apparent, and by
the time she was three years old she
displayed behavigural problems.
Even at that stage, when children
are known for throwing spectacular
temper tantrums, Clio was markedly
out of control. "She would pull out
clumps of ny halr and ldck me,” says
Loretta. “And she was unnaturally
strong - sometimes I would have to
use my whole body welght just Lo get
her into the car, for instance.”

One of these car trips was to

has a brown belt [n karate, and has
just started taking piano lessons.
“Perhaps the only clue that she
doesn'l cope as easily as the other
kids with her schoolwoerk s that
she sleeps every afternoon when
she gets home from school,” says
Lozetla. “The mental effort exhausts
her.”

Loretta, who officially ad&pted
Clio in 2003, |s house-mother in her
children’s home to 11 kids aged six

to 17, many of whom show tge signs

and symptoms of FASD.

There's a yawning gap in sup-
port structures for these children
and their caregivers. As the country
with the highest rate of FASD in the
world, and by quite’a large margin —
the department of health ¢stimates
the average prevalence of FAS in
South Africa at 5%, although studies
done by nongovernmental organi-
sation the Foundation for Aleohol
Related Research (FARR) show

the genetics clinfc at Tygerberg
Hospital, where Clio underwent the
battery of tests required to aecu-
ralely diagnose FASD. Armed with
the diagnosis, Loretta took aclon.
=1 took her to a psychologist for an
educational evaluation — if she was
golng to at school, ] wanted
to help her,” she says. “The doctor
assessed her and told me that he
thought (ko would never reach high
school”

Loreila wasn't deterved, however,
and from e time Clio began school,

she took the little girl for remedial
lessona.

' Clio’s story is one of the few
about children wilh FASD that has

SYmpACIS-
As Clio grew older, the differences
between her and other children her

a happy endlng a well adjusted
Iﬁ-mr-oId today she is in grade 10
at a mainstream government ‘s;c_hgol,

the pr of FASD Is as high
as 25% In some areas — we should
be on top of what some refer to as
“South Afriea’s other epidemic”,

But FARR chief executive Leana
Olivier says that only the Western
and Northern Cape governments
bave shown an Interest in develop-
Ing Intervention strategies. On a
national level, she says awareness is
very low.

In the absence of useful govern-

' ment intervention, FARR, the lead-

ing source of research and infor-
mation on FASD and FAS in South
Africa, has implemented Its own evi-
dente-based interventions. It pro-
vides parents, guardians and educa-
tors in the most affected areas with
assistance and counselling.
Interventions of theze kinds for

adults with FASD are extremely

-rare, as evidenced by a biotogi-

cal family member of Clio. "Frem
as soon as she was old enough to
undzlsland, L explained Clio’s back-
& and cir 1 o her,”

says Loretta. This included the
information that Clio has bwo broth-
ers, both older than her. Nothing is
lmown of one, but the other is also
affected by FASD and struggles in
adulthood with alcoholism. He,
sadly, is one of the millions of South
Africans paying a lifelong penalty
for something he himself didn't do.

And there's anolher very impor-
tant issue about FASD that Olivier
is at pains to peint cut: the disor-
der can affect anyone, regardless of
race, income, family history, back-
ground or culture. *It's imperative
1o include all the scciceconpomic
groups in our thinking and aware-
ness programumies, as many people
still believe the myth that FASD enly
manifests in the lower socioeco-
nomic groups,” she says.

For more information about FASD,
research on the condition and pro-
grammes and interventions, visit
wnr farrie.orgxa phone 021 686
2646 or emall info@farrsaorg ra
PASFaets can be contacted on 023
2342 7000 or Yisit wen fisfuct orgxa
* Names have been charged o protect
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Be healthy.
Be strong.
Live well.
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- Be the woman
who makes it happen

Encourage those you know to give thelr unborn bables the
best chance in life by avoiding alcohol and maintaining a

balanced diet when pregnant and breast-feeding.

FASD Is caused by drinking during pregnancy. .It‘ impedes
children in thelr [earning and thelr sociaflsation as it
affects their intellectual and behavioural development_ It
can also affect thelr organs. FASD is preventable but
_hreversible. The chlld who has FASD has its growth and
opportunities stunted for life.
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The Distell Foundatlon is a proud supportei of FARR, a
world-leader In its field.
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