Sustaining Universal Salt Iodization – China (2002)

Iodine deficiency disorders (IDD) have historically been a significant problem in China. As part of its effort to eliminate these disorders, which have a serious impact on child development, China by 2000 had ensured that more than 90% of all salt was adequately iodized at the household level. However, with the country's large size, the technical and behavioural challenges inherent in the Universal Salt Iodization (USI) effort and changes foreseen in the salt sector, there is concern that complete coverage of iodized salt might not be achieved, and that rates might slip back. A key objective for 2002 was therefore to ensure that China sustains its USI achievement at national level and to support regions that are lagging behind. A strategy of intensive mass communication, high-level advocacy and technical interventions was used, building upon actions in recent years.


In the area of mass communication, IDD messages were included in the "900 million Farmers" health promotion project (which is supported by UNICEF) as part of a nation-wide campaign to promote the consumption of iodized salt. Key messages were developed and aired through the national TV station with hook-ups to a thousand county TV stations. Initial feedback indicates that these programmes have enabled wide dissemination of messages about IDD to the most critical target audiences. Systematic assessment is required in order to fine-tune the communication strategies and messages.

In the area of high-level advocacy and mobilisation, a national competition for a logo and slogans for iodized salt was held during 2002. Participation in the official launch of the competition, which was organized by the National Youth Concern Committee, included youth representatives and more than 40 press representatives. Most of the key national television and radio stations covered the event. The competition was one of the major elements in the IDD consumer Education/Marketing Plan of Operation developed for China. Although a formal assessment has not been undertaken, the competition is considered by those involved to have been an effective instrument to invite public participation for education purposes, to generate mass media outreach and to promote iodized salt marketing and consumption.

Supporting the advocacy process as well as future planning, UNICEF provided support for the design and implementation of the 4th national IDD survey for China to update existing information and to assess progress towards the IDD elimination goal. Findings show that China has sustained its USI achievement, and that national iodized salt coverage has increased to almost 93% from the 90% level in 1999. There has been an overall increase in iodized salt coverage across the high-risk areas.

Area-specific surveillance activities were undertaken in 11 provinces and regions with low iodized salt coverage and that are at high risk of IDD. Intensive support was provided to the provinces to develop effective strategies, using detailed analysis of the situation. A national planning meeting was held at the beginning of the year involving key partners from the health and salt sectors to develop plans for 2002. At mid year, another workshop was held to strengthen project planning, management and evaluation skills as well as for communication strategy development. Out of the 11 provinces, three have shown strong progress and are ready for assessment to certify that they have achieved the USI goal.

Lessons Learned
The effort to eliminate iodine deficiency disorders in China remains a work in progress, but there have been various forms of assessment over the years. Important lessons so far include:

· The importance of appropriate international partnerships and technical support. The China IDD effort has benefited from a close working relationship with international experts, particularly the International Council for Control of Iodine Deficiency Disorders  and its current chairman, who visited China at different points during 2002. His assessments and recommendations have played a key role in guiding the strategies promoted  nationwide.
· The need to strengthen and expand operational partnerships for the achievement of complex goals. The alliance for salt iodization has involved the health and salt production and distribution sectors as well as international actors.  This has proved valuable in addressing practical realities. For example, there continue to be weaknesses in the regulations and mechanisms for production and marketing of non-iodized salt, particularly in the western  interior regions and coastal areas. Strategies to address this problem have required the close involvement of the health and salt sectors, as well as local authorities.
· The importance of continuous assessment and analysis, and the development of strategies for different

geographical conditions. Regular surveys are needed to monitor progress and highlight problems. Institutional analysis is also needed: for example, the fact that salt has been a monopoly area has been recognised as contributing to the quality and coverage of USI efforts in recent years. Examination of the implications of increased privatisation of the salt sector, which is foreseen as part of economic reforms, has been important in designing strategies to maintain national focus on the USI goal. Similarly, assessments have shown the lack of effective iodized salt distribution in remote village areas. UNICEF provided additional transport to the salt bureau to increase its capacity to distribute and market iodized salt.
· Finally, the critical role of communication strategies among the many target audiences – national leaders, 

technical sectors, local authorities and the public – whose involvement is necessary for achieving goals for 

children.


