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    Abstract
Objective We have previously reported a gradual but significant improvement in the identification of cleft palates following publication of the 2014 RCPCH Best Practice Guide (BPG).1, 2 We sought to investigate detection rates since the COVID pandemic and consider reasons why clefts are missed beyond 72hrs age.

Method Data on diagnosis time of cleft palate (CP) 2014–2021 were identified from the CRANE database (England, Wales, Northern Ireland) and supplemented with data from Scotland and Republic of Ireland.3, 4 This was compared with NHS England (NHSE) data on performance of Newborn and Infant Physical Examination (NIPE) Screening within 72hrs birth 2019–2021.5


Results Nationally there was a significant increase in detection of CP <24 hrs age following the BPG. CRANE 2022 annual publication reports that since 2019 there has been a slowed improvement in timely detection, but an increase in infants diagnosed after 72hrs. Figure 1 shows rate and timing of diagnosis among CRANE-registered children with a cleft palate, according to birth year.
Complete clefts of the hard and soft palate are detected earlier than partial clefts of the soft palate.
Drilling down on the England and Wales and Northern Ireland data identifies Northern Ireland as consistently detecting a lower proportion of CP than England and Wales in the first 7days between 2014–21, and within 72 hours between 2018–21, and detection was significantly different after 6 months of age, p<.05. Table 1 shows the percentage cleft palate detected within time periods 2014–21 for England and Wales (green) and Northern Ireland (red).
NIPE performance within 72hrs (England) was consistently above 96% from 2019–2021 and was not affected by COVID; comparative data from NI, Scotland and Wales is not collected.

Conclusion Health care professionals still fail to identify a cleft palate despite RCPCH guidance. Evidence from England suggests COVID did not affect NIPE performance and does not explain the increase in infants diagnosed after 72hrs; further investigation of data in the devolved nations is warranted. Efforts to improve detection should focus on education at Trust level and within the context of the recent NHSE NIPE annual learning framework to demonstrate learning and promote consistency in practice across disciplines.6 We call for greater collaboration between Cleft Services, Paediatricians, NIPE Screening Leads and CRANE to establish a special interest group to address the issue of delayed diagnosis of cleft palate.
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