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The teratogenic effects of alcohol, tobacco and drugs are a neglected health issue in Latin-

American countries. The impact and burden of this health issue remains undefined. In 

consequence, there are no health programs to attend the particular needs of addicted women 

and their children. Groups of researchers of Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Mexico and the 

University of California in San Diego, constituted the Fetal Alcohol Latin-American 

Consortium to study several aspects of the prenatal exposure to abuse substances in the 

development and growth of infants from exposed mothers. Although most of the emphasis 

of this Consortium is focused in the Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders, we are also aiming 

at understand the effects of mixed abuse substances in the exposed children. This project 

will enable the research on the epidemiology, prevention, diagnosis and possible 

interventions for affected children and mothers affected by these exposures. Additionally, 

this project aims at create services for the attention of affected mothers and children, the 

promotion of healthy habits during pregnancy in vulnerable communities and to creating 

awareness about the effects of abuse substances during pregnancy. In this symposium, 

members of the consortium will discuss about these research and service initiatives. 
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Mexico, and particularly Monterrey (State of Nuevo Leon), confronts two main issues in 

public health: high rates of early pregnancy (before 19 years) and alcohol and drug abuse. 

Although there are no local reports on the prevalence of FASD or any of its clinical 

manifestations, it can be assumed that FASD is a very important public health problem for 

the infants in the State of Nuevo León, given the above-mentioned background. It is 

reasonable to consider that these health issues have an undesirable impact for patients, 

family and the society. A survey performed in 419 young mothers (12-18 y.o.) attended at 

Hospital Materno-Infantil de Alta Especialidad de Nuevo León during 2018 revealed that 

71.4% mothers consumed alcohol during pregnancy and almost half of those (47.1%) 

mixed alcohol consumption with tobacco and drugs. No cases of newborns with fetal 

alcohol syndrome were reported and no follow-up of the children was intended. In 
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conjunction with the FALCON Consortium, we are implementing a project to study the 

growth and development during the first year of future children from mothers exposed to 

addiction substances. This project aims to analyze several aspects of FASD and prenatal 

exposure to drugs in the State of Nuevo León, like the epidemiology, the prevention and 

diagnostic challenges, the social impact and to implement interventions for the affected 

children. 
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Maternal alcohol intake during pregnancy can lead to permanent damage of the conceptus. 

Fetal alcohol spectrum disorders (FASDs) present as a continuum of severity that includes 

congenital anomalies, dysmorphic features, and cognitive, emotional, behavioral and 

functional deficits. Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) is the most severe and visible form of 

FASD. Global estimative suggest that around 0.5 and 2 per 1,000 individuals are born with 

FAS every year worldwide. In Latin America there is a lack of studies addressing the 

burden of FAS/FASD. A recent study has estimated that in Brazil around 1,500 to 6,000 

children are born every year with FAS and around 1,000,000 Brazilians might suffer some 

consequences of alcohol exposure during pregnancy. A systematic literature review from 

Lange et al. found a range of prevalence of alcohol consumption during pregnancy in Latin 

America from 0,56% in Mexico to 54% in Chile. Studies are scarce and probably this 

numbers are inaccurate. So, considering the available data about the high frequency of 

alcohol consumption by women in reproductive age and during pregnancy, FASDs must be 

prevalent disorders in our countries. Research on the actual prevalence of FASDs and 

policies targeting prevention of alcohol consumption during pregnancy are urgent in Latin 

America. 
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The fetal alcohol spectrum of disorders (FASD) includes four diagnostic categories to 

describe the clinical consequences of prenatal alcohol exposure (PAE) in the unborn child. 

Physical features are necessary for the diagnosis of the fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) and 
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partial FAS (pFAS). Moreover, these features are specific and a diagnosis of FAS can be 

made even in the absence of knowledge of PAE. Not only growth deficits, microcephaly 

and the 3 facial features (short palpebral fissures, smooth philtrum and narrow vermillion of 

the upper lip) are characteristic, since other dysmorphic features particularly in the face and 

hands are key to the recognition of FAS. Most features can be explained by the damage to 

the brain during pregnancy and can be replicated in animal models. Alcohol related birth 

defects (ARBD) is an infrequent category defined by facial features and major 

malformations associated to PAE. But the consequences of PAE are not associated to 

physical features in most individuals. The cognitive and behavioral profiles known as 

alcohol-related neurodevelopmental disorders (ARND) and Neurobehavioral disorders 

associated to PAE (ND-PAE) are well defined by affecting domains of cognition, self 

regulation of behaviors and adaptive functioning, but are not sufficiently specific to allow 

for a diagnosis without evidence of significant PAE. Many different diagnostic guidelines 

are used for the diagnosis of FASD; there is a need for universal clinical criteria for the 

diagnosis of FASD if our goal is to favor universal recognition. 
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La red FALCON tiene por objetivo involucrar a los gobiernos en el desarrollo de esfuerzos 

transnacionales sostenibles para la prevención y tratamiento del espectro alcohólico fetal y 

crear con otros países una Alianza Latinoamericana multidisciplinaria. Fue gestada durante 

el Curso Integral sobre el Espectro Alcohólico Fetal: retos epidemiológicos, clínicos y de 

investigación realizada en Monterrey del 28 al 30 de mayo de 2018. Una segunda instancia 

se dio en Iguaçu, Brasil, 14 de septiembre de 2018, durante el XXII International 

Congress of Genetics. Con el patrocinio de OPS (Organización Panamericana de Salud), 

hemos presentado en mayo de 2019 un anteproyecto al Fondo de Innovación para el 

Desarrollo de la Primera Infancia: una asociación para los niños en América Latina y el 

Caribe del BID (Banco Interamericano de Desarrollo) para realizar actividades en cada país 

tendientes a identificar las consecuencias de la exposición prenatal al alcohol y otras drogas 

en los niños de 0 a 5 años de las poblaciones vulnerables; aumentar la concientización y 

brindar educación sobre los efectos a las exposiciones prenatales en el desarrollo de la 

primera infancia; involucrar a agencias gubernamentales y sistemas de salud públicos y 

privados en la prevención de exposiciones prenatales al alcohol y otras drogas y 

comprometerlos en la prestación de atención, incluida la intervención temprana, el apoyo 

médico y social para los niños expuestos prenatalmente al alcohol y las drogas. 
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