Trial of Weekly Iron/Folate Supplementation – Cambodia 2003

In Cambodia, 58 percent of all women of reproductive age and 63 percent of pregnant women are estimated to suffer from anaemia.  This is believed to contribute to the high maternal mortality ratio of around 437 per 100,000 live births.  Only 38 percent of pregnant women receive antenatal care, and there is a poor rate of compliance with the existing iron/folate supplements. 

In 2001-2002, the Ministry of Health in collaboration with other ministries and partners including WHO and UNICEF implemented a pilot weekly iron/folate supplementation programme in Kampong Speu province.  A total of 24,000 women of reproductive age were covered. Important lessons learned are as follows:
(Innovative information and education strategy through peer education increases compliance.  Instead of health impact, the trial emphasised “social” impact of iron/folate supplementation, communicating that supplements will maintain women's looks and health. As a result, very high compliance rates were achieved – e.g. between 77 per cent and 88 percent in the case of girls/women in garment factories in Phnom Penh which were included in the trial. 
(This pilot programme confirmed that schools are a highly supportive environment for social mobilization and a forum for weekly iron/folate supplementation.  Increases in haemoglobin concentration in 232 school girls who took the iron/folate over a six months period were significantly higher compared to the 191 schoolgirls who did not take supplements.
(Rural communities and factories are more complex settings compared with schools, and there are many environmental and programmatic factors that can affect the effectiveness of the intervention.  There was limited access to women at the factories due to their busy work schedule and false rumours circulated to instil doubt on the effect of the supplement.  There was no substantial difference in haemoglobin levels between the intervention group and the control group.

In 2003, the Ministry of Health approved the expansion of the weekly iron/folate supplementation programme in schools, initially to seven secondary schools.
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