
SPECIFIC DEFICIENCIES 

Iodised salt has proved an efficient way of controlling 
iodine deficiency. 
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Injections of iodised oil are another method of 
protecting the community from the consequences 
of iodine deficiency. 
Photo WHO/L. de Toledo 
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• AREAS OF PREVALENCE 

Iodine deficiency disorders affect people living in 
mostly, but not exclusively, mountainous areas where 
iodine is washed away from the soil by rain water. Often, 
inundated coastal areas such as those surrounding the 
estuaries of tropical rivers are also poor in iodine. Iodine
deficient areas are shown in red on the map. The iodine 
content of the soil determines its presence in both under
ground water and in locally grown foods. This deficiency 
is geochemical in nature and calls for permanent cor
rective measures. 

The most obvious consequence of iodine deficiency is 
goitre - causing a deforming swelling of the neck-but 
it causes many other disorders, too, some of them s'o 
severe as to be disabling. They include hypothyroidism ; 
retarded physical development and impaired mental 
function; increased rate of spontaneous abortion and 
stillbirth; neurological cretinism, including deaf mutism ; 
and myxoedematous cretinism, including dwarfism and 
severe mental retardation. No fewer than 800 million per
sons living in iodine-deficient areas are at risk of develop
ing these disorders. While only a few pockets of endemic 
goitre still remain in central and southern Europe, the 
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problem is much more severe in developing countries, 
where an estimated 190 million people have goitre, and 
3.25 million suffer from cretinism. 

Salt fortification is one of the most common prevention 
measures, and has been very effective in industrialised 
countries. A few countries also fortify bread and water. Salt 
iodination has been successful in only a few developing 
countries, although the outlook is becoming brighter. 

Indonesia, New Zealand, Peru and Zaire have effec
tively prevented iodine deficiency disorders through in
tramuscular injections of a solution containing 480 mg of 
iodine in 1 ml of vegetable oil ; this dose protects the 
individual for about four years. 

Oral administration of iodinated oil has the advantage 
of avoiding syringes and needles, but its effectiveness is 
still being investigated. The protection provided is of 
shorter duration, probably around 12 to 18 months. 

wHo is promoting an international programme for the 
control of iodine deficiency d isorders. A programme of 
work has been prepared and action initiated in cooper
ation with UNICEF and the International Council for the 
Control of Iodine Deficiency Disorders. 0 
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