	Eliminating iodine deficiency: a global success story

Malnutrition is sometimes called "the silent emergency" because most malnourished children have few visible symptoms — until it's too late. One of the most insidious destroyers of children's lives is the lack of key nutrients that can rob their intellect or weaken their immune system. The lack of a single common nutrient — iodine — can be disastrous for a developing embryo.

Iodine deficiency is the world's single greatest cause of preventable mental retardation among children. This problem is most serious in pregnant women and young children. During pregnancy, iodine deficiency adversely affects fetal development. Extreme iodine deficiency may cause fetal death or severe physical and mental growth retardation — a condition known as cretinism.

Milder deficiencies can cause significant mental and physical retardation. In childhood, iodine deficiency can result in speech and hearing defects, delayed motor development and impaired physical growth.

Some 20 million children in developing countries are affected by iodine deficiency each year — and every single case could be easily prevented with the use of iodized salt.

Since the 1920s, iodine has been routinely added to salt in the United States, but 41 million infants in poor countries are still born each year into households that do not use iodized salt. In recent years, UNICEF has been working hard to ensure that iodized salt is made available to all children — a simple, low-cost method of combating preventable mental retardation. 

UNICEF, in conjunction with governments, salt producers and partners, is working to eliminate iodine deficiency disorders through the universal iodization of salt.

Since 1994, through its worldwide service projects, Kiwanis has provided over $67 million to support UNICEF's salt iodization efforts in 90 nations. Today, 70 percent of all households in developing countries have access to iodized salt, protecting an estimated 90 million newborns each year from significant loss in learning ability.

90 million newborns protected
The reduction of iodine deficiency through salt iodization is a global success story by any standard. Adding minute amounts of iodine to salt, a diet staple that is available and used virtually everywhere in the world, has been one of the major public health successes of the past decade — protecting hundreds of millions of young lives and building a better future for these children and the communities and countries in which they live.

When the United Nations World Summit for Children took place in 1990, less than 20 percent of salt in the developing world was iodized. Heads of state and government from more than 70 countries at the Summit set a number of ambitious goals for children, including the elimination of iodine deficiency disorders by 2000.

Today, as a result of pursuing the strategy of universal salt iodization, approximately 70 percent of all households in the developing world are using iodized salt.

Over 90 percent of the households in 21 developing countries use adequately iodized salt. This group includes larger countries such as China, but also poorer countries such as Eritrea and Kenya. By iodizing salt, these countries are protecting their populations against the devastating and visible effects of iodine deficiency such as goiter and cretinism — and against the less visible but equally serious consequences, which include a significantly reduced ability to learn.

In a further 35 countries, including Indonesia, Bangladesh, Madagascar and South Africa, more than half the population uses iodized salt. Supported by a favorable policy environment, public education and the commitment of salt producers and importers to salt iodization, it is likely that consumption of iodized salt in these countries will increase.

All of this progress in salt iodization means that more than 90 million newborns are now being protected every year from a major loss in learning ability. But the battle to eliminate iodine deficiency is not yet over — especially since more than 41 million infants are born each year into households without iodized salt.

The challenges for the future are to introduce salt iodization in all communities where it is not yet available, and to ensure that salt remains iodized elsewhere. UNICEF and Kiwanis International, together with the many other partners who have made success possible to date, are working to bring this story to its final chapter: the elimination of iodine deficiency for all the children and families of the world.
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