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Press Release (United Nations)

Iodine Deficiency Disorders as a Threat to Thailand’s Development

United Nations and international experts urge greater commitment and partnerships to expedite sustainable elimination of iodine deficiency disorders in Thailand
Bangkok, 29 July 2010 – How to overcome the continuing threat to Thailand’s  development posed by Iodine Deficiency Disorders (IDD), the single most common cause of preventable mental retardation and brain damage in the world, was the focus of a development cooperation seminar held on Thursday in the capital.  
The seminar, “Iodine Deficiency Disorders: A Development Challenge for Thailand”, was organized jointly by the United Nations in Thailand and the Ministry of Public Health (MoPH) at the Centara World Hotel. It provided international IDD experts, UN and government health officials with an opportunity to discuss the steps that are needed to ensure the sustainable elimination of IDD, which has been recognized as a serious public health problem in Thailand for over 50 years.
Iodine is an essential micro-nutrient crucial for brain development, especially during pregnancy and childhood.  IDD, even in its mildest form, can rob infants of up to 13.5 intelligence quotient (IQ) points.  In its severest form, it can result in cretinism – a very serious mental sub-normality of a new born child.  The IQ level of school-going-age children suffering from iodine deficiency can also be suppressed by as much as 10 to 15 IQ points from WHO recommended average of 90 to 110, leading to poor school performance.  Adults suffering from IDD have impaired work capacity which results in lower productivity.  IDD therefore affects the entire population of the society.

According to research conducted by Ramathibodi Hospital in 2002, IQ levels in Thai children had declined below the WHO recommended average IQ range in many regions of the country since mid-1990s.  Results of Government monitoring activities have also shown that between 60 and 70 per cent of pregnant women are receiving sub-optimal levels of iodine, which can result in neo-natal brain damage.  A study completed by international IDD experts in 2009 recommended that IDD prevention and elimination be elevated in importance and be given a higher priority on the national agenda, with advocacy for renewed financial and political commitment for IDD control at the ministerial or even higher level.
During the seminar, Gwi-Yeop Son, Resident Coordinator for the UN in Thailand said: “Iodization is an investment in human development that has far reaching benefits and immediate results. Investing in this issue will enable children to develop to their fullest potential, who will in turn, will contribute to a more creative and robust country.  The UN Country Team will continue to work closely with the Royal Thai Government and all concerned stakeholders to provide its full support to help remove this preventable hurdle to Thailand’s future productivity, creativity and wellbeing.”

“Iodization of all salt for human and animal consumption, which is globally known as Universal Salt Iodization (USI), is the strategy recommended by the World Health Assembly and endorsed by member states as being the most effective and efficient way to ensure sustainable elimination of IDD,” said Dr. Maureen Birmingham, WHO Representative to Thailand. The 2009 study by international IDD experts also recommended the implementation of USI in Thailand as “the only sustainable strategy for ensuring optimal iodine nutrition in the population of Thailand.”

Iodizing salt is universally considered as the best way to ensure sufficient iodine intake because it is the only food that is consumed across all socio economic groups everywhere in the world at roughly constant levels. Further, iodizing salt is a simple process, and even small salt production facilities, of which there are many in Thailand, are capable of iodizing the salt they produce.

Prof. Creswell Eastman, the Asia and Pacific Regional Coordinator for the International Council for the Control of Iodine Deficiency Disorders (ICCIDD), which monitors IDD elimination efforts globally, told participants at the seminar that: “There has been progress in addressing this problem over the past five years. However, Thailand currently lacks legislation that mandates iodization of all salt both for human and animal consumption
Including salt used in food processing industries and also strong inter-sectoral coordination to ensure its enforcement.” 

At the seminar, Jurin Laksanawisit, the Minister of Public Health, reiterated that in order to solve the problem, a holistic approach would be required. He said that joint collaboration among different sectors, including UN agencies in Thailand, will need to be strengthened to ensure the sustainable elimination of IDD. 

For more information, please contact: Supavadee Chotikajan, สุภาวดี โชติกญาณ supavadee.chotikajan@one.un.org or 02-288-2727.
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