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Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to this intercountry technical review 

meeting on flour fortification: reporting accomplishments, being held at the Regional 

Office from 17 to 19 July 2001. I am grateful to the Micronutrient Initiative of Canada 

for its continuing assistance to the Regional Office and indeed in the Region in the 

important area of food fortification activities and for the valuable support in hosting this 

important meeting. I am particularly pleased at the presence of our colleagues from the 

Middle East and North Africa Regional Office of UNICEF. It has been our privilege to 

have UNICEF as our partner in food fortification activities in this Region. 
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Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

As you are well aware, anaemia is a significant public health problem in the 

countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region, where about half the women and children 

are anaemic. In our Region, it can be assumed that most of the anaemia is caused by iron 

deficiency. Iron nutrition plays an important role in maternal survival. Severe iron 

deficiency during pregnancy is associated with increased maternal mortality while 

moderate iron deficiency and anaemia are associated with adverse outcome for the infant, 

including impaired cognitive and psychomotor development, reduced growth and 

decreased resistance to infection. In older children iron deficiency and the anaemia it 

causes can lead to impaired school achievement. Iron deficiency reduces productivity and 

has profound negative effects on national socioeconomic development. 

 

Although routine iron supplementation for moderately anaemic women and 

children has been practised for several decades, its impact on the prevention and control 

of iron deficiency anaemia has remained unclear. In 1995, WHO/EMRO and UNICEF 

organized a technical consultation to develop the guidelines for the control of iron 

deficiency anaemia in countries of the Region. The strategies included an effective iron 

supplementation programme, effective public education and information dissemination to 

achieve appropriate dietary modifications, promotion of breastfeeding and 

complementary feeding, control of parasitic infections, family planning for health and 

fortification of suitable foods.  

 

Most of the diets in the Eastern Mediterranean Region are plant-based, and 

although they contain high amounts of iron, the iron is not readily bioavailable because of 

the presence of inhibitory substances like phytates and polyphenols. Flour is a staple food 

in the Region and usually consumed in the form of bread. Consumption of bread in the 

Region is among the highest in the world; the average adult here consumes about 150 

kilograms of bread in a year, more than twice the world average of 71 kilograms per 

person per year. Bread is also the staple for the population from the poor socioeconomic 

tier in most countries of the Region. This population behavioural trait offers an 
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opportunity to deliver adequate quantities of iron to the population, inexpensively, 

through the fortification of flour with a combination of iron and folic acid. 

 

In consideration of this opportunity, WHO organized a strategy development 

workshop in 1996, jointly with UNICEF and the Micronutrient Initiative, to examine the 

practical implications of flour fortification and build consensus on regional level 

standards. Several Member States showed considerable interest and a few actually 

embarked on fortification of flour with iron and folate.  

 

Two years later, to provide a thrust to the nascent flour fortification activities, 

WHO/EMRO, in collaboration with UNICEF, Micronutrient Initiative and the 

International Life Sciences Institute (ILSI), organized a workshop on fortification of flour 

for control of micronutrient deficiencies in the Eastern Mediterranean, Middle East and 

North Africa. The workshop was organized to review the status of flour fortification in 

Member States and to build on the consensus developed earlier. The workshop was able 

to bring together national public health programme managers, officials responsible for 

regulation and legislation as well as representatives from the milling industry. A fund was 

established at this workshop by the Micronutrient Initiative to enable Member States to 

address constraints in the effective implementation of a national-level flour fortification 

programme. WHO/EMRO assumed the responsibility of overseeing the flour fortification 

fund in order to assist Member States to accelerate flour fortification activities. Many of 

you have worked closely during the past two years with WHO, UNICEF and the 

Micronutrient Initiative to develop fundable proposals and have actively participated in 

implementing activities proposed to accelerate the national flour fortification 

programmes. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

Fortification of people’s staple food, especially bread, is not an easy task. It calls 

for concerted action at the community, technical and policy levels. And it also requires a 

thorough understanding of human behaviour. Against these odds, several countries 
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represented here have carried out work in flour fortification, even beyond the scope of the 

project. I take this opportunity to convey you my heartfelt congratulations and best 

wishes for continuing success.  

 

The objective of this meeting will be to review the progress of the national flour 

fortification programmes including the successes and constraints encountered in the 

introduction of flour fortification. This meeting will also provide a platform to all the 

parties to share experiences and knowledge generated from the flour fortification projects 

in different countries and diverse social, political, economic and cultural environments. 

 

At this year’s Regional Committee, ministers of health from all Member States 

will hear a progress report on flour fortification, based on this technical review and on the 

questionnaires sent to all countries. 

 

At this meeting we will have the opportunity to hear first-hand your individual 

experiences and advice, which will enrich our knowledge and improve the quality and 

range of our discussions and recommendations. Based on this, appropriate strategies will 

be developed to further improve and accelerate the flour fortification project in the 

countries of the Region. Also, this will enable the Regional Director to give a true picture 

of flour fortification in the Region to the Regional Committee, as well as to our partners 

and others interested in this important activity. I am confident that with your input and 

participation we will be able to achieve the objectives of this meeting with remarkable 

success. 

 

Thank you. 


