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Mumbai: WhenPinki Sonlar
an 11-yearcld from Mirzapu.q
Uttar hadesh, tossed a coin at
the Wimbledon finals last
week, ther€ was litUe evidence
of her deft lip that was the sub-
ject of an Osca.r-winning docu-
mentary fi]m in 2009.

A series of free surgeries
have wiped out most evidence
of Pinki's dlsfiguring birth
flaw This is something that 1&
yearcld Saielee Awate and her
mother Supri}? tucm Sanpada
undeßtand and appreciate
"Saielee herself has under-
gone four operations since she
was five months old," says Su-
priya, ploud of Saielee's ap
pea.ranceand confidence.

But Saielee's rcsponse cap
tu.Ies the charge inthe world of
cleft lip and palate patients in
recent years. "I feel therc is no
need to make a big show about
cleft lip anl,more," says the
BSc (n) shrdent, a few days
ahead of World Plastic Sur'
gery Day on July 15.

Plastic sugery have
e\,olved in the last decade al
Iowingswgeons to fix the most
complex cleft§. "We can flx
Bum and nose deformities in a
single operation," says plastic
surgeon Nitin Mokal, among
those chosen bV international
NGO Smile Train to perform
cleftlip reconstruction. It gives
f inancial assistance averaging
alrnost Rs 13,500 per surgery
and helped 3.5 lalh surgeries
in India in the last decade

There also is an expensive
option of using biode$adable
collagen al,aboratory-gener'
ated tissue - to fasten the heal-
ing process. Plastic srugeon S
Keswani says, "g61ieq chil'
drcn with a deft in the gums
didn't have the option of artifi-
cial teeth. But now by the time
they are out of theirteens, chil-
drcn look perfect," he sa,s.

Saielee says her cleit Iip
neverbothered her much. "My
parEnts ne\,rer made me feel I
was different. It helped me a
gxeat deal," she adds. Twelve
year-old Samiksha Daßhet-
kar wants to become a doctor
to help drildrcn like her "Due
to her brush with medicine
since childhood, she seems to
have set her mind on taking up

medrcrne, says ner motner
Smita, who li\,es in Girgaum.

In the last few years, there
has been growing evidence
that deft lip and palate could
be the rcsult of poor vitamin B
and lolic acid le\,re1s in the
mother "Plarming a pregnan-
cy in which the mother takes

these vitamins beforc concep
tion would help wipe out sudr
deformities," says Mokal.
Many Irdians rcalize they arc
preSnant well into the s€cond
month. "But as cleft fiEion
could occur betwe€n thee and
six weeks of plegnancy the
damage is done," he adds.

l in 1,000 Indian kids
born with a cleft lip

GLEFT LIP LEFT BEHIND THEM
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> lnternational NGo, smile Train, which aids clett-lip
operations for lndian children since 2002, funded over

3.5 lakh surseries till date, including Pinki's (below)

family history, or itcan occur
out ofthe blue. One school
ofthought is that women
should takevitamin B and
folic acid supplements
before conception

Afud: ln lndia, one fur

every 1,000 is born each year
with a cleft lip and palate

when: cleft lip and
clelt palate are birth
detucb that affect

the upper lipand roof
ofthe mouth, ifthe tissue
that forms the roof of the
mouth and upper lip don"tjoin
befor€ birth. lt can vary from
a slight notch to awhole side-
cleft running up to the nose

Probhm lt can affuct the way
the child looks, cause
pmblems in eating, talking


