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Every year in Belgium, some 200
children are born with a “differ-
ent” face. These defects are not
necessarily hereditary. They can
happen to any of us. The impact of
these defects on parents, brothers
and sisters, grandparents and all
the people in the immediate sur-
roundings of the affected child
should not be underestimated.

A face is a person’s calling
card. We can shout it from the
rooftops that what really matters is
what is inside; in practice, this
inside often remains hidden to
many people who are afraid, and
do not see, and do not want to see
beyond the different ‘“outside”.
Being born with an “unusual” face
means there that there may also be
problems with eating, speaking,
hearing and dentition. Over the
years, the medical care available
to these children has improved
spectacularly. But many parents
confronted with a child with a
facial disfigurement not only
receive an emotional shock. They
are also forced into a medical
mystery tour. Instead of being just
mothers and fathers, parents find
themselves on a confusing and
intimidating medical roller-coast-
er where they meet many impres-
sive doctors who are most kind,
but whose words sounds evasive
and threatening.

That is why, in 1992, the
Belgian Association for Congenital
Facial Defects (Vereniging voor
Aangeboren Gelaatsafwijkingen,
VAGA vzw) was founded. VAGA
operates with 26 experienced vol-
unteers throughout the country
who do everything they can to
give the afflicted children and
their parents hope for the future.
Our volunteers are on stand-by,
day and night, at births, operations
or just for a chat. VAGA also
organises information days with
the treating doctors. VAGA’s
“Open House” days are widely
attended. The threshold is low and
parents, often accompanied by
grandparents, are there in number
to ask questions in a relaxed
atmosphere. What is particularly
striking are the many visits by
expectant parents who have
learned as a result of an ultrasound
scan that their child will have
some facial defect. Supporting
them in a realistic, yet hopeful
way is a challenge that the VAGA
volunteers have to cope with time
and time again. All volunteers
treasure the birth announcements
and enthusiastic messages we
receive afterwards.

VAGA has come a long way
since 1992. Most importantly, its
presence has ensured that the
problems surrounding facial

defects are dealt with in a positive,
constructive and supportive man-
ner. Moral support is essential for
the afflicted families. Our goal is
to provide a forum where afflicted
families can have a good talk
about their feelings, their fears,
and about how to deal with the
financial and other practical prob-
lems, with other parents and
afflicted individuals who have
faced the same issues.

In short, it may be said that
VAGA’s aim is to offer children
with “different” faces and their
families new hope for the future.
And our “roll of honour” demon-
strates that the group’s hard work
and commitment is paying off. We
will never, ever, give up.

VAGA’s Roll of Honour

e Under the Patronage of Her
Royal Highness Princess
Mathilde of Belgium

e “Princess Mathilde Prize”
Laureate, 2002

e “Volunteer of the Year”,

Province of Antwerp, 2003

e King Baudouin Foundation
“Hors-Pistes/Buiten Categorie”
Laureate, 2004

e President of the European
Network of Cleft and
Craniofacial Support Groups,
2005
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e Accredited by the Flemish
Ministry of Welfare and Equal
Opportunities

e Awarded the Knight’s Cross
in the Order of Leopold II,
1997

e Organised and hosted, in
Belgium, the First European
Congress for Cleft and Cranio-
facial Support Groups in 2005,
attended by representatives of 12
European support groups
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