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Training in the time of COVID-19
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he Nutrition in Emergencies (NIE) Re-

gional Training Initiative started in

2009 and, with initial funding from the

Office of United States Foreign Dis-
aster Assistance, established NIE training
courses at the American University of Beirut
(AUB) in Lebanon, the Asian Disaster Prepa-
redness Centre (ADPC) in Thailand and the
University of Makerere in Uganda. A one-off
course was also run in Japan in 2017 in col-
laboration with the Network for Action
against Malnutrition. The initial set up of the
courses and their evaluation were described
in a Field Exchange article back in 2012.

The aim of the initiative was to establish
high quality training courses that could be
sustained when donor funding for staff de-
velopment — which is typically rare, short term
and unpredictable — became unavailable. To
achieve this, host institutions planned to re-
coup their costs by charging fees to partici-
pants which, in both Lebanon and Thailand,
was successful. Following the end of project
funding, a further 12 courses were run by AUB
and ADPC over the next eight years with more
than 260 participants completing the face-
to-face training. The COVID-19 pandemic then
arrived and although no courses were run in
2020, in 2021 AUB decided to adapt and run
the complete course in an online format.

The AUB corporate Cisco WebEx platform
was used to run the course with individual
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accounts created for participants attending
the course. Lectures and computer practical
sessions were relatively easy to move online.
Participants could engage with the presenter
online and break out ‘rooms’ were used for
group work and discussions. By far the big-
gest challenge was to adapt the day-long
simulation to the online format. While WebEx
could be used to create different virtual of-
fices and some common meeting spaces such
as an airport, coffee shop, camp, meeting
room, etc., the role playing of characters felt
much harder and the numerous person-to-
person interactions that bring the usual ex-
ercise to life were hindered. Thirteen partici-
pants from six countries (Lebanon, Palestine,
Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Somalia and the USA)
took part in the course with all successfully
completing it.

The success of this novel format, consider-
ing both the pandemic and the broader lo-
calisation agenda, raises the question of
whether online remote disaster management
can be the ‘new normal’. Feedback from par-
ticipants was positive and, overall, it was felt
that the movement to the online platform
did not compromise the quality of the train-
ing. Arguably, online simulations do capture
some aspects of training better than a face-
to-face experience. Also, the virtual format of
the course provides the opportunity for
people with limited availability to benefit
from the training.

Moving forward, online training can pro-
vide opportunities to carry out human re-
source development at a lower cost with
greater flexibility and with a reduced carbon
footprint - as required under commitment
two of the Climate Change Charter?. However,
format changes must be balanced against the
advantages of face-to-face training and the
unique learning and development opportun-
ities that this can provide. Taken together, we
believe that this calls for a blended and flex-
ible approach to augment learning in an un-
certain world.
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ased on the need identified to de-

velop a system to compile and share

new |YCF-E research, the Infant feed-

ing in emergencies (IFE) Core Group
recently launched the Infant and young
child feeding in emergencies (IYCF-E) repos-
itory', which provides a summary of pub-
lications on IYCF-E since January 1st, 2022.
It is updated on a quarterly basis.

The repository currently includes 37 pub-
lications that provide emerging evidence
from diverse countries, e.g., Irag, Bangladesh,
Colombia, Uganda, Ethiopia, Nigeria, Indo-
nesia, Lebanon, Italy, Turkey, the United
States, Australia, Guinea-Bissau, Thailand, Is-
rael, Brazil, Canada, Poland, Croatia, Germany,
Lithuania, and Ukraine.

Topics include barriers to IYCF-E; violations
of the international Code of marketing of
breastmilk substitutes; issues related to im-
plementing the ‘Operational guidance on
IFE’ regarding infant formula distribution;
infant feeding in the context of Ebola, HIV
and COVID-19; complementary feeding pro-
grammes; the impacts of natural disasters
such as hurricanes, earthquakes and wildfires;
the projected impacts of climate change on
IYCF; and the determinants of breastfeeding
among refugee mothers after resettlement.

The next update is due in January 2023
and will include new literature published
between October and December 2022, as
well as newly identified literature from pre-
vious months.

The repository is compiled on behalf of
the IFE Core Group by the Johns Hopkins
Center for Humanitarian Health at the Johns
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health,
the Friedman School of Nutrition Science
and Policy at Tufts University and the Gillings
School of Global Public Health at the Uni-
versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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