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to the INTERNATIONAL MEETING ON THE SUSTAINED ELIMINATION                      OF IODINE DEFICIENCY DISORDERS

Beijing – 15 October 2003
Madame Wu Yi, Excellencies, Distinguished Delegates, Honoured Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen:

It is a great pleasure to be in China once again – so let me begin by expressing my deep appreciation to the Government of the People’s Republic of China, not only for its hard work and hospitality as host of this important meeting, but for its committed partnership with UNICEF as we work together to build a better future for every child.

It is also a privilege to address this gathering, whose best outcome will be a giant step forward in the struggle to ensure the survival and full development of children everywhere.

Distinguished Delegates, it was more than a decade ago that the largest group of national leaders ever assembled met at the World Summit for Children and committed themselves to specific goals to ensure the right of children to survival, protection and full development. 

One of those goals, growing out of a comprehensive attack on child malnutrition, was the sustained elimination of iodine deficiency disorders (IDD), the single most widespread – and completely preventable – cause of mental retardation among children. 
Distinguished Delegates, the future of every country is directly linked to the well being of its children – and a cornerstone of that well-being is the right of education. But only through sustained elimination of IDD will we be able to fulfil the goal of Education for All. 
Yet IDD is still very much with us. Over 30 per cent of humanity still does not consume adequately iodised salt, compromising the ability of millions of children to develop and to learn. 

But in the 13 years since the World Summit, there has been remarkable progress, thanks to the exemplary commitment of governments and the salt industry, supported by health agencies and international organisations, including the World Health Organisation, UNICEF, the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the Micronutrient Initiative, ICCIDD, Emory University, representatives of the North American and European salt industry, and Kiwanis International, the leading civic donor and one of the key advocates for sustained IDD elimination. 

The generosity and hard work of these partners, known collectively as the Network for the Sustained Elimination of Iodine Deficiency, has helped make iodised salt available to some 65 percent of humanity – with the result that some 86 million newborns a year are protected against mental disability.
At the same time, China is to be congratulated for the remarkable gains of its own IDD programme, the world’s largest, which has helped over 90 per cent of Chinese households make continuous use of iodised salt since 2000. It is an achievement made possible by the successful reform of the China’s salt industry, which led to regularised production and distribution of iodised salt; and the inspired efforts of China’s health sector to establish a reliable system to monitor and assess the prevalence of IDD. 
China’s IDD programmes are also noteworthy for their use of diverse alliances of activists, including health, salt and education sectors, women's organisations, and community and grassroots groups. 

We are here today to together assess how far we have come along the path of sustained IDD elimination and to learn from each other how we can best reach the Millennium Development Goal of 90 per cent iodised salt coverage, which was reaffirmed at the historic General Assembly Special Session on Children last May.

 Following the establishment of the Global Network on IDD, whose key allies are all represented in this room today, there was a consensus that the next step would be an effort to build on the gains of the 1990s, sustaining the drive for iodised salt by generating the political will necessary to institutionalise the effort. 

Yet we still have much hard work ahead of us.  The good news is that 27 countries have reported achieving 90 per cent household coverage, which translates into protecting 86 million newborns annually. But that impressive figure is countered by the fact that some 46 million children were born last year without that protection from IDD in the 48 countries where less than 50 per cent of households were using iodized salt.  


Equally alarming is that even in countries that have achieved 90 per cent coverage, some 2 million children a year are born at high risk to IDD-linked brain damage. Most are among the most socially excluded: children of impoverished families living in remote areas and children of ethnic minorities. 

The path ahead is clearly marked for us – and we have the Network for the Sustained Elimination of Iodine Deficiency to sustain our momentum and guide our path. But clearly more needs to be done, starting at the national level.

We need country delegations to set up their own national coalitions. And within these coalitions, we need to win the backing of consumer groups so that consumers everywhere are made aware of their right to iodised salt at affordable prices. In many countries, organizations such as Kiwanis International are in a position to take a lead role in this process. But there is yet more to be done. 

We urge countries that have been lagging in IDD elimination to undertake national reviews that can help revitalize political commitment.

Distinguished Delegates, with less than two years left to achieve the 2005 goal of sustained IDD elimination, it is impossible to overemphasise the urgency of our efforts.


 In this age of so much sustained scientific and technical achievement – and commitment to excellence – can we really not work together to ensure that every child has that precious chance to reach their full intellectual potential? 


All of you here today, through your efforts against IDD, have helped demonstrate that investing in children today is the best way to ensure the well-being and productivity of future generations. Let us continue that tradition, together, in this new century.

Thank you.
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