Press Releases

Second Regional Meeting on Food Fortification in Johannesburg, 26-29 July, 2004

Focus is on preparing for optimal implementation and use of food fortification to reduce micronutrient malnutrition in East, Central and Southern Africa.

Pretoria 22 July…  “Food fortification is a low-cost, effective investment in human potential and prosperity and one of the most cost-effective interventions available today, in reducing micronutrient malnutrition which can have a profound effect on child-survival, women's health, educational attainment and worker productivity.”  So says Misrak Elias, UNICEF Country Representative for South Africa, on the occasion of the opening of this week’s second regional meeting on food fortification in Johannesburg.   

Last October, South Africa published its regulations on mandatory fortification of maize meal and wheat flour with 6 vitamins and 2 minerals.  The ambitious programme to fortify cereals with 8 micronutrients has never before been put in place within the 22 countries of the Eastern and Southern Africa region, nor elsewhere in the continent of Africa.  UNICEF has noted that this achievement was central to the attainment of child health and nutrition rights and also those of entire population of the country.

This week’s meeting is a culmination of several nutrition sector initiatives through which South Africa is providing guidance to other African countries in order to maximise use of the region’s diminishing resources.  “This sharing of local or African initiatives is a strategic way in which the objectives and of NEPAD can be met and first hand the “know –how” of implementing health and nutrition programmes for the future generations transferred”, UNICEF said. 

Sustained progress since 1990

As far back as in 1990  at the World Summit for Children, world leaders  of 123 countries signed a declaration stating their commitment to eliminate, by the year 2000, both vitamin A and iodine deficiency and their related consequences as well as to reduce by one-third the 1990 levels of iron deficiency anaemia in women.  At the time South Africa was not part of the United Nations, so it is significant that steady and committed progress has been sustained in this country to ensure that there is virtual elimination of micronutrient malnutrition here. 

More recently at the Special Session on Children and in the Millennium Development Goals adopted by United Nations Member States, governments renewed their commitment to reduce by half the proportion of people who suffer from hunger, and reduce by two thirds the mortality rate among children under five. There is also a large body of evidence that supports the provision of Vitamin A to reduce child deaths by between a quarter and a third in many developing countries, thereby saving between 1 and 3 million young lives a year.  It could also save the eyesight of hundreds of thousands of children.  Another micronutrient deficiency - the lack of iron - is affecting the development of half of those growing up in Africa and South Asia. The problem is not restricted to children; about 40% of the developing world's women suffer from anaemia - a proportion that rises to over 50% in pregnancy (leading to increased risks of low birth weight and maternal death).

An important intervention in fighting HIV and AIDS related infections 

According to UNICEF, in countries where poverty and HIV/AIDS are posing a major development challenge, such as those present at this regional meeting, food fortification may be an especially useful intervention in ensuring that the main staple foods are fortified with vitamin such as Vitamin A, which is known to be a powerful antioxidant vitamin that will fight infections.   Opportunistic infections are a common occurrence in HIV/AIDS. Thus fortification will contribute significantly towards Governments’ nutrition strategies on the care and support of people affected and infected with HIV/AIDS. 

A common framework for fortifying staple foods 

One of the key achievements of the food fortification programme for South Africa is the development of a common framework for working towards fortification of staples.  Consistently, for the past 7 seven years, the government, voluntary organizations, the private sector, communications companies, community groups, research institutions, academics and the international community (Micronutrient Initiative, UNICEF and the Government of Canada) have worked tirelessly collaboratively and efficiently.  UNICE has urged Southern African countries to embrace this principle as a key success and sustainability factor for the food fortification initiative.

“The lessons learned from the experiences on food fortification show that success can only be achieved if the government, private sector and non-government organizations work hand in hand, sharing expertise and having a common agenda in understanding the needs of each other”, Ms Elias said.   “Partnerships between the public and private sector will only be a success, as in this case, with political commitment of national leaders and legislators to prioritize food fortification as a strategy against micronutrient malnutrition; with available technology for the fortification of staples and processed foods; and with the presence of existing health structures for the promotion and monitoring of fortified foods’, she added.  
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