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Your Excellency, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 
 

 
It is with great pleasure that I welcome you here to this regional meeting for promotion of 

iodized salt in the Eastern Mediterranean, Middle East and North Africa Region. This meeting is 

truly historic. All the key players involved in the control of iodine deficiency disorders (IDD) in 

this Region—United Nations Children’s Fund, Micronutrient Initiative, the World Health 

Organization and the Regional Iodized Salt Producers Association (RISPA)—have gathered here 

under one roof with a common agenda.  

 

There are many organizations present in this room that deserve our gratitude and thanks. At 

the outset I express my deep sense of gratitude to HE Mr Hamad Abdel Rahman Al Madfaa, 
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Minister of Health of the United Arab Emirates, for hosting this important meeting. It is the 

graciousness of the Government of United Arab Emirates that has enabled us to gather in this 

dynamic city from all parts of the Region and conduct our business.  

 

My grateful thanks go to the Micronutrient Initiative for its generous support in making this 

meeting come to fruition. MI has been at the forefront in the control of IDD for several years and 

its support to this meeting is another example of its concern to combat this problem. Our sister 

agency, the Middle East and North Africa Regional Office of UNICEF, deserves special thanks 

for being a close partner over all these years and for always extending a hand of support in this 

important venture.  

 

Iodization of salt is a simple technique in itself. But the process, through which salt is 

manufactured, iodized, distributed and consumed by the population, is complex. In recognition of 

this complex interplay of social and economic factors, many of you will remember, the Regional 

Office jointly with UNICEF hosted a meeting on universal salt iodization in 1995. Salt producers 

from 11 countries in this Region and one from the European Region participated and various 

aspects of salt iodization, as well as the need to bring about improved linkages between the health 

sector and the salt industry, were discussed. I may also add that it was at that meeting that the 

Regional Iodized Salt Producers Association (RISPA) was born. I wish RISPA a happy fifth 

birthday today!  

 

And it is the tireless efforts of the Regional Iodized Salt Producers Association (RISPA) that 

have successfully resulted in the participation of so many salt producers and suppliers. I am indeed 

indebted to the large number of salt producers and suppliers who are attending this meeting at 

their own expense. This is an indication of their interest in playing their role in eliminating this 

scourge.  

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

Iodine deficiency disorders remain a major health problem. Among the many disorders that 

it causes, iodine deficiency is the most important cause of preventable brain damage and can also 

result in reduced learning capacity as well as reduced physical activity. The only obvious sign of 

this deficiency is goitre, or the swelling in the neck, which I am sure, is familiar to you. Prevention 

of iodine deficiency disorders depends on the availability of iodine in the diet consumed by the 
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population. Since the early 1960s, countries in the Region have been aware of the existence of 

goitre, but only since the early 1990s have countries also become aware of the hidden effect of 

iodine deficiency, which is brain damage. The most recent estimate is that iodine deficiency 

affects about 170 million people in this Region. 

 
Unlike most other diseases, IDD affect the rich and the poor, the old and young. Because the 

problem is mostly due to the lack of iodine in the environment and thus in the food, the best 

possible control measure is to introduce iodine through food. Several decades ago, the unique 

solution was found to be the fortification salt with potassium iodate. All humans in all 

communities and from all walks of life consume salt in their diets.  

 

The Regional Office has been keeping Member States informed and involved regarding 

iodization of salt for over a decade. In close collaboration with UNICEF, it has promoted large 

and small-scale salt iodization activities in Member States. Member countries of the Region have 

now accepted that universal iodization of salt is the single most effective means for the control and 

prevention of iodine deficiency disorders.  

 

Our recent assessment of IDD in the Region has shown that 17 Member countries have 

recognized IDD as a public health problem; 13 of these countries have initiated control 

programmes at the national levels, especially the universal iodization of salt. So far 6 of the 

Member States have achieved universal iodization of salt and two Member States have 

demonstrated that IDD is under control. These are great achievements and I will take this 

opportunity to congratulate the Member States on their successes. I also hope that your posters and 

displays will give us more up-to-date information of your joint achievements. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 
The universal salt iodization strategy requires that various partners play their roles 

effectively and in harmony, to ensure continuity in the programme implementation. Harmonizing 

policies and standards for the universal iodization of salt will then ensure the elimination of IDD 

within the Region.  

 
We must also be very much aware that IDD can never be totally eradicated. If we stop 

providing iodine to the people, iodine deficiency disorders will come back. This means that we 

will all have to be constantly vigilant to ensure that all salt is adequately iodized so that people 
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continue to receive the appropriate amount of iodine. This is the joint responsibility of the salt 

producers, the Ministry of Health and the people themselves. 

 

It is with this intention that we have assembled here to assess progress made in the universal 

iodization of salt in countries of the Region, to see what is the extent of cooperation between the 

health sector and the salt industry and how we can sustain universal salt iodization. With this rich 

gathering of technical experts, managers and entrepreneurs, I am sure the discussions will be rich 

and fruitful and all objectives of the meeting will have been met at the end. 

 

In conclusion, Ladies and Gentlemen, I urge all participants, from all your spheres of work, 

to harmonize your work and banish this ‘hidden hunger’ from the Region, in the new millennium. 

 

Thank you.  

 


