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October saw me in Durban, in South Africa attending my first International Conference of Neonatal Nurses. The theme of the Conference, Excellence against all odds – Researching solutions for global challenges, reflects the aim of neonatal nurses to constantly give their best despite a myriad of challenging situations, working to exemplify the pursuit of excellence in patient care. Altogether there was almost 500 delegates from 18 different countries; these included neonatal nurses, midwives, advanced neonatal practitioners and paediatricians. Joanne Johnson a neonatal nurse from Edinburgh was also funded by SNNG to attend and along with Dr Yvonne Freer made us a team of 3 from Scotland.

The conference commenced on the Sunday with a choice of 3 workshops, resuscitation, developmental care and advanced practise. I attended the advanced practice, led and chaired by Madge Buus Frank who gave a very interesting introduction on the history of advanced practice, the first course being a Masters programme in 1965. We then divided into 4 groups and worked our way round the various work stations for IV access, starting at Venflons, then long lines (PICCs), UAC, UVC and finishing at intraosseous needles. Discussion took place over the cost implications of Venflons versus long lines with Venflons coming out the most expensive due to the amount used over several days, time spent replacing them and cost of infection. Another heated discussion took place when a picture was on the screen of a neonate in a level 3 neonatal unit where they use “restraints” (tying their legs and arms down) to stop the babies moving during line insertion.

Monday commenced with the opening plenary by Prof Nzimande. The next three days were spent attending various parallel sessions. We were lucky that between the 3 of us we managed to attended different talks and then get together at each break to discuss points of interest. Yvonne also set us the challenge of meeting someone from a different country each day and finding out about them and their neonatal unit. Topics ranged from basic to advanced practise, including transport, prescribing, breast feeding, pain, infection, multiple births, retinopathy just to name a few. 

Dr Dhlomo, Health Minister for KwaZulu-Natal opened the pre conference reception and for the first time, the council for Neonatal Nursing association of Southern Africa decided to have a neonatal nursing excellence award. Nominations were so impressive that more than one was given (please see the award winners in the photo). Regina Obeng from Ghana and Rekha Samant from India were this year worthy winners, both were seen as positive role models, promoting and participating in staff growth, development and learning.

Dr Joy Lawn, an African born paediatrician who is now Director; Global Evidence and Policy with the Gates-funded Saving Newborn Lives programme of Save the Children – USA, opened Tuesday’s programme. This was by far the most interesting and thought provoking talk where she reminded us of the 3.5 million neonatal deaths each year. India has the highest number, in South Africa 22,000 newborns die each year, more than half die at home. Infection (29%) is the biggest cause, closely followed by asphyxia (23%).

Dr George A. Little a paediatrician representing the World Health Organization spoke about a fascinating new programme Helping Babies Breathe (HBB) to teach neonatal resuscitation techniques in resource-limited areas. It is an initiative of the American Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) in collaboration with the World Health Organization (WHO), US Agency for International Development (USAID), Saving Newborn Lives, the National Institute of Child Health and Development, and a number of other global health organizations. The course is run over one day, based on teaching 1:2 ratios and includes a basic resuscitation pack. This pack contains, a stethoscope, bag and mask, suction device, scissors, ties, gloves, hat and cloths at the cost of approx £90. The aim is to train birth attendants in developing countries the essential skills of newborn resuscitation, with the goal of having at least one person who is skilled in neonatal resuscitation at the birth of every baby.

I thoroughly enjoyed the conference, not only the conference programme but the opportunity to network with so many nurses from so many different countries and cultures. Of course it wasn’t all work and no play; the social functions included the conference dinner which commenced with the African Drumming band, Afritude. We were all given an African hand drum (held between your knees) to join in, which proved very interesting especially if you were wearing a skirt!!

 Durban is a coastal city but unfortunately we didn’t see a lot of it as our hotel was right beside the conference centre and our days and nights were well filled with conference commitments. I was fortunate to be able to extend my South African visit and stay with family in Johannesburg, followed by a safari.

I would like to take this opportunity to extend my heartfelt thanks to the SNNG for supporting me and now look forward to attending the 8th ICNN in Belfast in 2013.

Sharyn Goldie 

ANNP

