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Belgrade, 2nd March 2011

Judita Reichenberg

UNICEF Area Representative

Belgrade Forum on Optimum Iodine Nutrition, March 2-3, 2011
Dear grandmaster Karpov, distinguished delegates from Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, Kazahkstan and Serbia, dear colleagues, ladies and gentlemen.

It is my pleasure to welcome you, on behalf of UNICEF to this important Forum. As you probably know, for the last 16 years, we have been working jointly with WHO and ICCIDD to actively promote and support universal salt iodization. This is because we are aware that iodine deficiency is the greatest single cause of preventable mental retardation and that children are especially vulnerable. Iodine deficiency can cause damage to the child’s brain even before birth, it also increases the risk for miscarriage, stillbirth and infant mortality. School age children with adequate iodine nutrition score on average 10 – 15 IQ points higher than those with iodine deficiency; a fact which clearly demonstrates, that some of our children are at risk of not reaching their full intellectual potential.  What could be a more powerful argument in favour of fighting any excuse, any reason for not iodizing salt?
Serbia along with Kazakhstan and Belarus is one of 123 countries that have introduced universal salt iodization as a public health priority measure.  In Serbia, 50 years ago about 700 000 people suffered from different manifestations of iodine deficiency. Today, the country can be proud to say that data show the elimination of iodine deficiency. 
And the benefits of this important decision are immeasurable, for each individual and for the whole society! 

There is one more important lesson to be learnt from Serbia, which is that the iodine nutrition has to have a permanent place on the public health agenda. This must include systematic and continuous monitoring to ensure that good results are sustained. Monitoring of iodine status is the only way to identify potential gaps, ensure prompt response and adapt legislation to follow the evolving iodine status of the population. The recent adoption of the new by-law in Serbia is a good example of evidence-based policy change. The results of the national survey on the biological impact of universal salt iodization prompted Serbia to harmonize its salt iodization standards with the international ones in order  to ensure improvement in the iodine status of those who have been assessed as still vulnerable – namely pregnant and breastfeeding women. 
Responsibility for optimum iodine nutrition is too important to depend only on voluntary action. For this reason, clear standards must be set, enforced, and systematically monitored. Nevertheless, even the best governmental system cannot produce nor sustain good results alone. Joint commitment and strong partnership between public, private and civil society sectors are the winning combination.
If I may paraphrase the grandmaster Karpov I would say “the great games are not won by the separate moves, but by the vision of the whole that leads to the goal”. 
I encourage you to have such vision during this Forum. And as you discuss every aspects of the strategy, think of positioning every “pawn” as a foundation for reaching the goal of optimum iodine nutrition.  
I am convinced that together, we can reach this goal and I sincerely hope that Belgrade which is known for its hospitality, good restaurants and tasteful food - prepared with iodized salt - will also unleash the energy and commitment to make those steps that are leading to give the “checkmate” to iodine deficiency.
Thank you.
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