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Introduction
Diarrhoea is a form of gastrointestinal infection caused by a variety 

of bacterial, viral and parasitic organisms or through contaminated 
food or drinking water, or from person to person as a result of poor 
hygienic practices. If Left untreated, diarrhea can typically last several 
days. Diarrhoea remains a major cause of mortality among under-
age children (mostly under 5years) around the world, especially in 
developing world.1 The burden of Diarrheal disease seriously affects 
young children in developing countries whose incidence rates is high 
due to inadequate water, poor sanitation and suboptimal breastfeeding, 
zinc and vitamin A deficiency.2–4 Vulnerable children living in 
impoverished and undeveloped areas also have higher fatality rates 
compared to children living in developed countries due to lack of 
access to quality health care and timely intervention and effective 
treatment with oral rehydration solution (ORS) and zinc.5,6 Diarrhoea 
has been described as an increment in the volume, fluidity of stools 
and increased rate of defecation with slight changes in consistency. 
The measurement of stool fluid content is an indicator for diagnostic 
purposes and taking into account the assessment of stool frequency. 
World Health Organization (WHO) placed criteria for diarrhoea to 
occur if there is an excretion or passage of watery stools at least two-
three times in a 24 h period, but factors such as stool consistency, stool 
frequency, and the usefulness of parental discernment in determining 
whether children have diarrhoea or not is clearly important to pin 
down if diarrhoea has occurred or not.7 Acute diarrhoeal illnesses or 
dysentery is often easily recognized by appearance of blood in the 
stool, irrespective of frequency or consistency.8,9 A diarrhoeal disorder 
is often divided into acute, chronic and persistent. The most common 
of diarrhoea disorders, acute diarrhoea often starts abruptly, are 
caused by infections and are subdue/resolved within 14 days. Chronic 
diarrhoea is majorly a product of congenital defects of digestion and 
absorption in the body system and last for at least 14 days.7 Persistent 
diarrhoea usually arises due to secondary infections in the presence of 
complications such as malnutrition. 

Each year, an estimated 2.5 billion cases of diarrhoea occur among 
children under five years of age, and estimates suggest that overall 
incidence has remained relatively stable over the past two decades.10 

More than half of these cases are in Africa and South Asia where 
bouts of diarrhoea are more likely to result in death or other severe 
outcomes. The incidence of diarrhoeal diseases varies greatly with the 
seasons and a child’s age. The youngest children are most vulnerable: 
Incidence is highest in the first two years of life and declines as a child 
grows older. The leading cause of childhood morbidity and mortality 
in developing countries remains diarrhoea. Diarrhoea diseases, a third 
leading cause of child mortality and infant deaths in low and middle 
income countries is a major cause of illness and death among young 
children, even though the condition can be easily treated with oral 
rehydration therapy (ORT). Exposure to diarrhoea-causing pathogens 
is frequently related to the consumption of contaminated water and to 
unhygienic practices in food preparation and disposal of excreta. The 
combination of high cause-specific mortality and the existence of an 
effective remedy make diarrhoea and its treatment a priority concern 
for health services.

According to the World Health Organization, Globally, there 
are nearly 1.7 billion cases of diarrhoea every year among children 
under five, diarrhoea is the second-leading cause of death in children 
under five and is responsible for killing around 760,000 children 
every year. Diarrhoea kills more children than AIDS, malaria and 
measles combined; diarrhoea is a leading cause of malnutrition and 
stunting in children. Mortality from diarrhoea has declined over the 
past two decades from an estimated 5 million deaths among children 
fewer than five to 1.5 million deaths in 2004, despite these declines, 
diarrhoea remains the second most common cause of death among 
children under five globally.

The burden of diarrhoea in Nigeria–a battle not yet 
won!

The country’s 2006 Population and Housing Census placed the 
country’s population at 140,431,790. Nigeria marked its centenary in 
2014, having begun its existence as a nation-state in 1914 through 
the amalgamation of the northern and southern protectorates by 
Lord Lugard. Nigeria formulated a national health policy targeted 
at achieving quality health for all Nigerians in 1988. As a result of 
emerging issues and the need to focus on realities and trends, a review 
of the policy became necessary. The new policy, referred to as the 
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Abstract

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) calls for a reduction of child mortality by two 
third between 1990 and 2015, the reality is that although progress is been made, much more 
remains to be done. The prevalence rate of diarrhoea in Nigeria is 18.8% and is a menace 
in sub-Sahara Africa; and in this part of West African it accounts for an estimated 150,000 
deaths yearly amongst children under five due to poor hygienic and sanitary practices. 
Diarrhoea’s status as the second leading killer of children under five is an alarming reminder 
of the vulnerability of children in Nigeria, saving the lives of millions of children at risk 
of death from diarrhoea is possible with a comprehensive strategy that ensures all children 
in need receive critical prevention and treatment measures. This report is written with the 
intent to let our government re-focus her attention on the prevention and management of 
diarrhoeal diseases as central to improving child survival in the country and justify the need 
to embrace Sustainability Development Goals (SDGs) set by WHO to achieve universal 
access to clean water and basic sanitation, which is the primary preventive measures to 
reduce the burden of diarrhea in the country. 
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Revised National Health Policy and launched in September 2004, 
outlined the goals, structure, strategy, and policy direction of the 
health care delivery system in Nigeria.11–13 According to the African 
CDC report (2014), made up of an African CDC Coordinating Centre 
in Addis Ababa, recent mortality rate estimates in the country stood at; 
Malaria 20% , Lower Respiratory Infections 9% , HIV 9% , Diarrheal 
Diseases 5% , Road Injuries 5% , Protein-Energy, Malnutrition 4% , 
Cancer 4% , Meningitis 3% , Stroke 4% , Tuberculosis 4%. 

Diarrheal disease is the third leading cause of infant and child 
mortality in developing countries1,14 and about 1.8 million children 
die per annum from this disease.15 The number of diarrhoeal deaths 
is ridiculously on the high side despite a fall in childhood diarrhoeal 
diseases from 4.6 million to 0.8 million over the last three decades.1,16,17 
The prevalence of childhood diarrhea in Nigeria is 18.8%, with 
26% of cases treated with oral rehydration salts (ORS) solution.18,19 
Amongst children below five years old, diarrhoea accounts for over 
16 % of deaths, estimated at 150,000 annually.20,21 Exposure to 
diarrhoea-causing pathogens is frequently related to the consumption 
of contaminated water and to unhygienic practices in food preparation 
and disposal of excreta. The combination of high cause-specific 
mortality and the existence of an effective remedy make diarrhoea 
and its treatment a priority concern for health services.21

The country fails to achieve or meet the Millennium Development 
Goal 4 (MDG 4) in 2015; in which it must attain a two-thirds reduction 
in the under-five mortality rate from 230 deaths per 1000 live births 
from 1990 to 76 in 2015.22,23 The 2013 Nigeria Demographic and 
Health Survey21 gave a conclusion that if under-five mortality rate of 
128 deaths per 1000 live births is to be achieved, then an additional 
annual 20% reduction is needed to meet the target. Although the 
federal government along with various NGOs make concerted 
effort to reduce the burden over the last decades as evidenced by the 
recent ranking in which Nigeria drop from 2nd to 4th position trailing 
Pakistan, Bangladesh and India in the rating of countries with the 
highest number of child death due to diarrhoea; but still there is room 
for improvement in order to achieve the set goals of Sustainability 
Development Goal 1 (SDGs) for thriving lives and livelihoods which 
have a time-frame of 15 years (2015-030).

The Sustainability Development Goals (SDGs) was enacted by 
W.H.O after the MDGs time-frame elapsed and still some countries 
couldn’t meet up. SDGs becomes useful tool in focusing achievement 
of specific development gains for the development activities of 
a country, for national priority-setting and for mobilization of 
stakeholders and resources towards common goals, therefore 
remaining firmly committed to its goals and achievement. Now the 
era of MDGs has come and gone and a blue print of SDGs initiated 
by WHO24 is laid out for every government to achieve within a time 
frame. These goals address and incorporate in a balanced way all three 
dimensions of sustainable development and their inter linkages which 
is coherent with and integrated into the United Nations development 
agenda beyond the time frame. The development of these goals should 
not divert government focus or effort from the achievement of the 
Millennium Development Goals, however it will be inhumane and 
deceptive on the part of the government to neglect the blue print 
of SDGs laid down by WHO, if truly the country want to win the 
war against the burden of diarrhoeal diseases claiming the lives of 
innocent children each year.

Risk factor for diarrhoeal diseases
Risk factor according to World Health Organization,24 is any 

attribute, characteristics or exposure of an individual that increases 
the like hood of developing a diseases or injury. Some examples of 
the more important risk factor for diarrhoeal affecting children under 
age 5 includes unsafe water, humanitarian crises, contaminated foods, 
direct contact with causative microorganisms (bacteria, viruses & 
protozoan) and unhygienic environment etc.

Diarrhoea has been killing children for several decades and it has 
attained an endemic status according to data suggested by Kosek et 
al.,25 & WHO,26. The burden of diarrhoeal illness sits firmly in the 
developing world, both for morbidity (6–7 episodes per child per 
year compared with 1 or 2 in the developed world27 and mortality. 
Malnutrition and the wholly inadequate provision of safe water, 
sanitation, and hygiene highlight the stark inequalities that exist 
within our world. A quarter of children in developing countries are 
still malnourished, 1·1 billion people do not have access to safe 
drinking water, and 2·4 billion are without adequate sanitation.28–30 
Deaths caused by diarrhoeal illness in developed nations are rare 
accounting for 4% of all hospital admissions.27 

Humanitarian crises

Diarrhoea is a leading cause of death during complex emergencies 
and natural disasters. Natural or Man-made disaster often leads to 
displacement of populations into temporary and overcrowded shelters; 
which is often associated with polluted water sources, inadequate 
sanitation, poor hygiene practices and contaminated food. This all 
affect the spread and severity of diarrhoea in the country. At the same 
time, the lack of adequate health services and transport reduces the 
likelihood of prompt and appropriate treatment of diarrhoea cases. 
Nigeria as a case study is battling with “Boko haram” insurgency in 
the North-East region, which have led to the displacement of many 
families leading to the creation of IDP camp all around the region. 
According to Medecins Sans Frontieres/Doctors without border (MSF) 
in 2016,31 a report on Dalori IDP camp in Maiduguri, the capital city 
of Borno State was given in which women with long faces were seen 
seated outside a two-room clinic that serve about 19,000 Internally 
Displaced People (IDP), holding their weak and dying children in 
their hand. The children looked weak and dehydrated from severe 
diarrhea triggered by cholera outbreak in the camp, 16 children were 
reported to have died due to acute diarrhea while 172 others were left 
in critical condition battling for their life. Hence, reducing the burden 
of childhood diarrhoeal in the country depend on the readiness of the 
government to tackle the insurgency and take the “bull by the horn”.

Lack of adequate breastfeeding

The literature on breastfeeding practices and risk of diarrhoea 
has been extensive. Generally, the lowest morbidity of diarrhoea is 
recorded in adequately breast-fed children while the highest morbidity 
is clearly marked in partially weaned children.32–36 A particular risk of 
diarrhoea is also recorded with bottle-feeding.37,38 Numerous studies 
have shown the stern defensive effect of breast feeding; the risk of 
diarrhoea following the colonization with enteric pathogens is reduced 
by a concentration of antibodies, cells and other mediators in breast 
milk.38 Nutrients, antioxidants, hormones and antibodies needed for 
the survival and development of a child are contained in breast milk; 
government effort should therefore be doubled on campaigns relating 
to adequate breast feeding by engaging different NGOs in the country.
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Poor personal, domestic hygiene 

As a result of efforts put into meeting the MDG sanitation target 
which the country fails to achieve (to halve, by 2015, the proportion of 
the population without sustainable access to basic sanitation). About 
30million people (67% of whom are concentrated in the Northern 
part of the country) still use unimproved sanitation facilities, practice 
open defecation which increases the risks of diarrhoeal diseases. 
Some sanitation factors, like indiscriminate or improper disposal 
of children’s stool and household garbage,37,39–42 no existence of 
latrine43–45 or unhygienic toilet,40,46 sharing latrine,47 house without 
sewage system,42 increased the risk for diarrhea in children under five 
years.

Diarrhoeal deaths attributable to inadequate sanitation has been 
shown to be higher in several studies, since improved sanitation and 
even sewered connections may not include full safe management of 
human waste. Exposure to untreated sewage and faecal sludge in 
wider populations is likely to cause significant amounts of disease 
especially diarrhoeal diseases amongst children less than five years. 
Hence government should formulate policies which must have 
implication on all housing unit in the country such as; Provision of 
improved sanitation in households (flushing to a pit or septic tank, 
dry pit latrine with slab, or composting toilet) which will significantly 
reduce diarrhoea in the country at large.

Lack of access to safe drinking-water supplies	

Drinking-water, even from an improved source, is not necessarily 
free of faecal pathogens and safe for health.48,49 Water was considered 
as non-contaminated when complying with the guideline values for 
microbial quality,50 i.e. containing zero E. coli or thermo tolerant 
coliforms in 100mL water sample. In order to conceptualize the 
risk of diarrhoea from drinking-water, drinking-water sources 
were categorized into five groups, namely51 viz Unimproved, 
Improved source (other than piped), Basic piped water on premises, 
systematically managed piped water (continuous and safe supply) 
and Effective household water treatment and safe storage. Based 
on the distribution of use of the different types of water sources and 
the associated risks of diarrhoea, about 502,000 diarrhoeal deaths 
in LMICs (Low and Middle Income Countries) can be attributed 
to inadequate drinking water. Somewhat larger health gains can be 
gained by shifting to basic schemes for piped water on premises. 
Effective household water treatment combined with safe storage 
can provide significant protection against diarrhoeal diseases in the 
country. Sustained and consistent application is necessary to realize 
these gains. 

Eating habits

This is also a significant risk factor.47 Diarrhea can also be acquired 
by eating contaminated foods such as fruits, vegetables, seafood, 
raw meat, water, and ice cubes.52 Eating with the hands; eating raw 
foods; or drinking unboiled water, may increase the risk of diarrhea in 
children.	

Effects of diarrhoea disease on children

The number of deaths caused by diarrhoea, 2.5 million yearly is 
a large burden. In addition, many time this number have long-term, 
lasting effects on nutritional status, growth, fitness, cognition, and 
school performance.15,25,41 Some studies have revealed the impact 
of diarrhoea on growth.32,53–55 It is believed that diarrhoea have a 

significant impact on growth due to reduction in appetite, altered 
feeding practices and decreased absorption of nutrients.32 Patwari53 
quoted that there was a marked negative relationship between 
diarrhoea and physical growth and development of a child. Each day 
of illness due to diarrhoea produces a weight deficit of 20-40grams. 
Molbak et al.,38 found that infants who spent more than 20% of their 
time with diarrhoea had a weight deficit of approximately 370 grams 
at follow-up after 1 year of age. 

According to Checkley et al.,57 children ill with diarrhoea in the 
first 24months of birth were 1.5cm shorter than children who never 
had diarrhoea. Hence, the adverse impact of diarrhoea on a nation 
like Nigeria cannot be farfetched with various scientific findings and 
correlation over the years. 

Prevention and treatment of diarrhoea	

The goals of treatment are to maintain hydration, treat the underlying 
causes and relieve the symptoms of diarrhoea. Rehydration and its 
correction of any electrolyte imbalance are critical in the treatment of 
diarrhoea while WHO’ s control of diarrheal deaths (CDD) programme 
and other organizations (UNICEF, USAID) have given first priority to 
the prevention of diarrheal deaths, rather than prevention of cases, and 
focused on promotion of ORT. It is estimated that 90% of the child 
diarrheal disease burden is the result of poor sanitation conditions and 
inadequate personal, household and community hygiene behaviors.58 
Therefore, understanding environmental, behavioral risk factors and 
their interactions is a prerequisite for devising effective preventive 
approaches.59

Treatment package

Since the 1970s, oral rehydration therapy, pioneered by the 
International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease Research, Bangladesh,58–61 
has been at the forefront for fighting diarrhoeal diseases and proposing 
treatment packages. The treatment package focuses on two main 
elements, as laid out in the UNICEF & WHO62joint statement viz 
Fluid replacement to prevent dehydration and Zinc treatment.

Oral rehydration therapy: The greatest medical invention of the 
20th century is the ORT which exemplifies the transfer of technology 
from developing to developed countries.27,63 Based on instrctions; 
ORT solutions are produced by adding sodium, glucose, potassium, 
chloride, and alkali (bicarbonate or citrate) in specific concentrations 
in clean/pure water.64,65 Using the WHO formula, ORT is useful for 
the management of all types of dehydration.66 It has contributed a 
great deal to the reduction of childhood mortality from diarrhoeal 
disease because it’s extreme effectiveness in treating acute, persistent 
and watery diarrhoea.60 ORS-WHO (oral rehydration salts) can be 
regarded as a universal and all-purpose solution; nevertheless, it is 
pertinent to have a conventional formula that can be recommended 
and as well promoted globally.

ORS-WHO is an extremely safe therapeutic tool. More than 
two billion units of ORS have been administered without serious 
complications. Symptomatic antidiarrheal drugs should not be 
recommended for the treatment of acute diarrhoea in children.66,67 
Antimicrobials are also not effective in uncomplicated acute diarrhoea 
and their use should be discouraged. In contrast, antimicrobials are 
indicated in dysentery, cholera, typhoid fever and diarrhoea caused 
by parasites, such as Giardia lamblia, Cyclospora spp and E. 
hystolytica.52 ORT administered through mouth or nasogastric tube 
has shown to be effective in the treatment of chronic dehydration 
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caused by diarrhoea;68 even though the intravenous route is always 
recommended in the presence of shock. A sodium content of single 
oral rehydration solution (ORS) is now recommended by W.H.O 
(75mmol/L)

Homemade fluids: If ORS are not available to treat diarrhoea, a 
set of appropriate homemade fluids are also effective in preventing 
dehydration, Different countries have different policies on what 
constitutes an appropriate homemade fluid, and these policies are 
not always clearly defined. For example, the general acceptable 
homemade fluids in Nigeria are the mixture of salt and sugar in a 
solution. Other fluids will also serve in prevention of dehydration 
among children with diarrhoea, even though they are not as effective 
in treating children who have become dehydrated. A homemade fluid 
is always made at home using available and ready-made low-cost 
solutes. Cereal-based oral therapies and Home-made fluids has proven 
to be effective in checkmating diarrhoeal dehydration.69–72

Probiotics: Probiotics are microorganisms that are claimed to provide 
health benefits when consumed, they are considered generally 
safe, but may cause bacteria-host interactions mostly strains of 
lactobacillus spp. This live microbe works to improve intestinal-
microbial balance by creating unfavourable environment through the 
production of antimicrobials and thereby compete with pathogens for 
essential nutrients and binding sites in the intestinal mucosa for the 
metabolism of nutrients and bile acids. This kind of immune action 
induced by probiotics is generally regarded as mucosa-associated 
immune defences.73–76

Lactobacillus GG, a probiotics involved and associated with a 
reduced risk of contracting traveller’s diarrhoea77,78 has been a major 
probiotics researcher have identified as the best microbe to induce 
defences in an host. Two research studies which focus on in-vitro 
study of fermented Palm wine on diarrhoeagenic bacteria showed 
that it had antibacterial activities against those organisms;79,80 hence 
it is suggested that it can be used as an alternative measure for the 
control of the diarrhoea produced by these organisms in the absence 
of antibiotics. It has also been proven that Probiotics reduced the 
frequency of diarrhoea in children under five of age.81,82

Zinc treatment: Zinc is critical for overall health, growth and 
development. It also supports proper functioning of the immune 
system. Though widely found in protein-rich and other food sources, 
zinc deficiency is widespread throughout the developing world and 
has been associated with higher rates of infectious diseases, including 
diarrhoea, and deaths from these illnesses. Zinc supplementation as a 
part of treatment programmes is critical for replenishing the body’s 
reserves–helping children to recover from illness and stay healthy 
afterwards.83 Relation between poor feeding and diarrhoeal illnesses 
has been correlated over time and it is evident that many of the 
affected children suffering from diarrhoea shows deficiency in vital 
vitamins and trace elements required by the body system,84 which are 
relevant to reducing the burden of diarrhoea in the world. Zinc play 
a major role in the healing process of damaged skin and it also help 
to boost the immunity of children less than 5 years; while vitamin A 
participates in maintaining the epithelium cross-linkage.85 It has been 
shown that children who receive zinc supplementation earlier do record 
low incidence, frequency and persistence of diarrhoeal illnesses;86–89 
zinc also appears to increase ORS uptake and reduces inappropriate 
drug use with antibiotics and anti-diarrhoeal medications. Children 
receiving zinc tablets appeared to recover more quickly, had increased 

strength and appetites, and were less ill than other children in their 
communities.90–92

Prevention package
Diarrhoeal disease is caused by ingestion of pathogens, principally 

through faecal-oral pathways. Three separate but inter-related risk 
factors were considered as part of the burden of this disease analysis. 
In developing countries, such as Nigeria; preventive guidelines 
are largely hampered by social, cultural and economic factors; the 
government has done little to improve the situation, especially in 
Northern part of the country which have a high record of diarrhoeal 
deaths due partially to the insurgency in that region. It has been 
shown that appropriate water, hygiene, and sanitation interventions 
can decrease diarrhoea incidence by 26% and mortality by 65%.19 
The prevention package focuses on some main elements to reduce 
diarrhoea in the medium to long term given an acronym “WASH” by 
the World Health Organisation meaning water, sanitation and hygiene 
in the late 90’s. New aspects of this approach include rotavirus 
vaccination, which was recently recommended for global introduction 
into routine schedules for immunization procedures; promotion of 
early and exclusive breastfeeding and vitamin A supplementation; 
promotion of hand washing with soap in terms of community- wide 
sanitation. Implementation of the prevention package (WASH) if 
approached in a concerted way may result to greater overall impact 
on the populace; hence prevention should be accompanied by clear, 
targeted and integrated behaviour and social change communication 
strategies to improve health of our children on a larger scale in the 
country.

Conclusion
Estimates of diarrhoea disease attributable to inadequate water, 

sanitation, lack of breastfeeding, under use of probiotics and hygiene 
are sensitive to the main assumptions made above, W.H.O predicts 
5million deaths in children younger than five years is still expected 
by 2025, in which 97% of this mortality rate will still be recorded 
in developing world (mostly Africa and parts of Asia); in which 
diarrhoea will contribute a major part of the burden. Reduction 
in deaths due to diarrhoeal is probably at least in part to improved 
access to health care, oral rehydration and good nutrition, which 
means much more still need to be done by the Nigeria government to 
achieve the Sustainability Development Goals (SDGs) which aim to 
end preventable deaths of newborn and children under 5years of age 
(with all countries aiming ) to reduce neonatal mortality to at least as 
low as 12per 1,000 live births and under-5 mortality to at least as low 
as 25 per 1,000 live births in which the deadline is 2030.

Recommendation
Recognizing the importance of hygiene promotion especially hand 

washing to the overall child survival and development, government 
need to step up her partnership with private sector and NGOs in the 
promotion of hand washing campaigns at State, Local government 
and Community levels including in schools. Educating health-care 
providers’ i.e nurse, midwife, doctors, and medical microbiologist will 
remain the vital final pathway for dissemination of any interventions. 
Cultural and religious barrier remain an obstacle to the use of ORT 
in some communities mostly in the Northern part hence hampering 
its benefits to the populace. Interventional programmes on local and 
national scales should be step up such as educating the rural dwellers 
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on the availability of homemade fluids and Probiotics (fluid therapy) 
in combating the diarrhoea diseases when ORT is not readily available.
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