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Vice President Ma’ruf and the scourge of stunted children

By Nurhayati Effendi, A Member of the House of Representatives.
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House of Representative member Nurhayati Effendi (seventh from right) joins women activists
during the launching of the Outreach Therapeutic Infant Food Agency (OTIFA) in the West Java
town of Tasikmalaya. Attending the launching include West Java deputy governor UU Ruzhanul
Umum (in orange batik), National Development Planning Minister of Suharso Monoarfa (light
brown batik) and then Tasikmalaya mayor Budi Budiman (green batik). (Courtesy of /Nurhayati
Effendi)

Dear Vice President Ma'ruf Amin, thank you for addressing Indonesia’s millions of stunted
children in your speech on Dec. 14. Children are the heart of our nation. They are the future
and must care for us when we grow old. So, they must survive in today’s demanding world.

However, if we do not feed them properly during their first 1,000 days on Earth, their key
organs will not develop, particularly their brain, heart and lungs. High hopes go up in smoke.

One-third of our children are stunted. Their lifetime underperformance will cost 2-3 percent of
Indonesia’s gross domestic product (GDP). That is Rp 388 trillion (US$27 billion) each year,

according to the Tanoto Foundation.

You are right. It is time to act. And act effectively.
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So, what is it that we have not done so far?

We do not deal with malnutrition in general education. We did not call on the entire nation to
address this scourge together. We did not develop a systematic and inter-institutional
approach to prevent and prepare for malnutrition.

We did not learn from UNICEF and the World Food Programme on what effectively and
speedily repairs the health of an undernourished child.

So, yes, it is time for a different approach.

In my Tasikmalaya regency in West Java, | witnessed and supported the effective development
and execution of such a different approach.

It is embedded in the United Nations’ Scaling Up Nutrition program. It is based on science. It
reflects the explicit desire of trained students to assist families with (seriously) malnourished
children. It holistically integrates all relevant actors in one strategic approach.

The regional authorities provide the relevant data and addresses of stunted children. UN-
approved and used therapeutical infant food products are provided at home. Through lectures
and training, student leaders and students are targeted to train parents and assist them at
home.

Transportation companies provide low-cost rides for students. An app provides the immediate
registration of the key health data of individual malnourished children. Twice in eight weeks
the children are assisted and monitored. Cooperation with the relevant health authorities and,
next, NGOs help prevent a relapse into malnutrition.

In less than two years, more than 700 children under 5 were screened; 218 of them were
monitored and evaluated. As many as 189 bad cases recovered.

This Outreach Therapeutic Infant Food Agency (OTIFA) was picked up by the National
Population and Family Planning Agency (BKKBN). President Joko “Jokowi” Widodo must act as
the chief executive for the acceleration of stunting reduction.

The BKKBN particularly appreciated the integrated cooperation between all actors because
that optimizes the use of funds, fosters shared knowledge, aligns individual efforts, uses the
internet for on-line registering of all threatened children’s health development and above all,
uses the tremendous intelligence, dedication and human care of student aides to reach out to
parents and children in distress.

This approach is truly effective as it is strategized, coordinated, painstakingly registered and
sustained.

Vice President, OTIFA allowed me to meet Safira Chaerani. She started as one of these
formidable student aides, then she became one of the group leaders. She ended up as project



coordinator. Trained by Indonesia’s top nutritionist Widjaja Lukito, she and almost 200 other
students were proud to wear the white jacket with the inscription “On My Way to Save a
Child”.

They actually did much more than administer therapeutical food. They inspired parents to
improve their child’s food intake, including through the handing over of simple manuals
drafted by Widjaja and OTIFA. These students, Vice President, are the flower of our nation.

By inviting and organizing them, we give them lifetime training and experience; and they give
families in distress in their homes something that Allah has installed in all of us but that we just
may not use often enough: love.

The government’s ongoing intervention programs to reduce the prevalence of malnourished
pregnant women, low-birth weight, stunted newborns and their subsequent development in
later life were badly affected by COVID-19. Moreover, malnutrition — with its inherent protein
deficiency — compromises the immune system. This further disadvantages antibody production
that we need now to combat diseases.

The OTIFA model can easily be replicated in any other areas in Indonesia. The central
government, under Presidential Regulation No. 72/2021 and directed by the BKKBN, can run
test programs and further develop what is dramatically needed for Indonesia’s next
generation.

Next to the UN-advised and reputed therapeutical food products, other and locally produced
intervention products like F75, F100 and energy-dense biscuits can be used.

The integrated OTIFA model can include NGO-produced and distributed nutritious foods or
assist families to grow their own. The BKKBN can certainly help with the required food safety
standards and meet organoleptic acceptability for the target children.

These weeks, Tasikmalaya regency works with the PA International Foundation and
universities to take over the operation of the OTIFA program. Deputy Regent Cecep Nurul
Yakin and his team of medical professionals have taken up the challenge to make OTIFA the
most coordinated and sustained program in Indonesia to combat child malnutrition.

The health minister just sent an expert team to Tasik to check on these exciting developments.
May | express the hope, pak Vice President, that the government will consider OTIFA a model
worthy of further development and use.



