
Goitre 
In the industrialised world, goitre is merely 
an unhappy memory. But Bolivia still pays 
a heavy tribute to this iodine-deficiency 
disease. Today there is a glimmer of hope ... 

by Philippe Stroot 
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igh on the Andean plateau and 
lacking any outlet to the salt 
Pacific Ocean. Bolivia is particu

larly hard-hit by endemic goitre. Its 
parched soil is critically short of iodine 
- one of the elements which is essen
tial to human growth. As a result the 
daily food of its inhabitants does 
not meet their iodine requirements. 
which more fortunate populations 
usually derive from sea-foods and 
cereals. 

This lack results in hypertrophy of 
the thyro id gland. the condition 
known as goitre. In severe cases. the 
disease can result in mental retarda
tion. or cretinism . Endemic goitre is 
generally recognised when more than 
10 per cent of a given population are 
afflicted. In the case of Bolivia . the 
proportion of sufferers exceeds 65 
per cent. 

To combat this scourge, a preven
tive programme has been started by 
the Bolivian government. with techni
cal cooperation from the Joint WHO/ 

UNICEF Nutrition Support Programme 
(JNSP) and with the financial backing 
of the Italian government. The first 
and most urgent step is to deliver an 
injection of iodised oil to every inhabit
ant of the country. This will effectively 
check the progress of goitre where it 
already exists and prevent iodine defi
ciency in younger people not yet af
fected . The "vaccination" will supply 
the body's needs in iodine for roughly 
three years. 

However. the ideal solution is to 
maintain iodine supplies to the whole 
population through adding the mineral 
to cooking salt. and ways of doing so 
have already been tested elsewhere. 
An emergency plan backed by the 
international organizations is helping 
small cooperative plants to produce 
several tons of iodised salt every day, 
which is then put on sale in the local 
markets. 

Since the techniques used are sim
ple and cheap. it has already proved 
successful . particularly since Bolivia is 
rich in salt-mines and salt lakes. A big 
campaign to promote iodised salt is 
already bearing fruit. and the Bolivians 
are rapidly becoming convinced of the 
value of using it. 

Thanks to this remarkable example 
of international cooperation and its 
success in resolving a specific health 
problem. Bolivia has an excellent 
chance within the next few years 
of shedding its unhappy burden of 
endemic goitre. • 
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Iodised salt offers the best chance 
for ridding Bolivia of its high incidence 
of goitre. Babies and pregnant women 
in particular need to be protected from 
iodine deficiency. 

The campaign to identify cases of 
goitre and to promote the use of 
iodine-enriched salt starts at the vil
lage level with an announcement by 
bullhorn. Many who come forward 
already show the swollen neck which 
is the hallmark of the disease. Some
times (below, left}, three generations 
in the same family may be affected. 


