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Irish women need more
dietary iodine
Excerpted from: Mullan K, et al. Iodine status of teenage girls on the island of Ireland. Eur J Nutr. 2019 Jul 18. [Epub ahead of print] and McMullan P, et al.
Iodine deficiency among pregnant women living in Northern Ireland. Clin Endocrinol (Oxf). 2019 Jul 19. [Epub ahead of print]

Teenage girls in Ireland are only
borderline iodine sufficient
A study surveyed the iodine status of 903
girls aged 14-15 years in seven sites across
the island of Ireland. Urine iodine concentration was measured in spot-urine samples
collected between March 2014 and October
2015. Food group intake was estimated
from iodine-specific food-frequency questionnaire. Milk-iodine concentration was
measured at each site in summer and winter.
The results showed that the median
UIC overall was 111 µg/L. Galway was the
only site in the deficient range (median UIC
98 µg/L). All five of the Republic of Ireland
sites had UIC ≤ 105 µg/L. In the two sites
surveyed twice, UIC was lower in summer
vs winter months [117 µg/L (IQR 76-165)
vs 130 µg/L (IQR 91-194) (p < 0.01)].
Milk samples collected from Galway and
F I G U R E 1 Map of sites in the survey
of Irish teenage girls

For many years, the population of the
British Isles (UK and Republic of Ireland)
was thought to have adequate iodine nutrition. From the 1940s onwards, iodine was
added to cattle feeds as it was thought
to enhance animal fertility and iodinecontaining disinfectants were used to clean
milking parlors. The resulting increase in
iodine in the food chain has been described
as an ‘accidental public health triumph’.
However, a re-emergence of mild deficiency across the British Isles has been reported
by recent surveys. The UK survey of >700
UK teenage girls in 2009 found that 69%
were mildly iodine deficient (1). Causes for
the re-emergence of iodine deficiency include possible changing farming techniques and
dietary habits.

TABLE 1

Roscommon had a lower mean iodine concentration than those from Derry/
Londonderry (p < 0.05). Milk intake was
positively associated with UIC (p < 0.001).
To date, this is the largest survey of
its kind on the island of Ireland, which currently has no iodine-fortification program.
Overall, the results suggest that this young
female population sits at the low end of sufficiency, which has implications if, in future,
they enter pregnancy with borderline status.

Urinary iodine concentration (UIC) in Irish schoolgirls.

Location
n
Median UIC (25th, 75th percentile)
		(µg/L)

Belfast

294

125 (85, 179)

Londonderry/Derry

131

120 (81, 172)

Dublin

97

105 (64, 178)

Cork

146

101 (70, 168)

Sligo

109

101 (59, 140)

Roscommon

52

105 (64, 150)

Galway

72

98 (64, 134)
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Pregnant women in Northern Ireland
are clearly iodine deficient
With no formal iodine food fortification
program in the UK or the Republic of
Ireland, dietary sources are essential to help
meet requirements. Iodine supplementation is not specifically recommended during
pregnancy in the UK with the Scientific
Advisory Committee for Nutrition calling for further research (2). This position
is at variance with other nations such as
Australia and USA who recommend a supplement containing 150 μg iodine daily.
Epidemiological surveys assessing iodine
nutrition status during pregnancy are limited
in the UK and there is none in the geographical area of Northern Ireland. The aim
of this study was to assess iodine nutrition
status among Northern Ireland pregnant
women in each trimester and the postpartum period and their offspring.

The authors followed a total of 241
women across trimesters into the postpartum
period along with 80 offspring, with spot
urine sampling and food frequency questionnaires. The results showed the median
urinary iodine concentration (UIC) was 73
µg/L in the 1st trimester despite 55% of
women taking iodine-containing supplements. Median UICs were 94, 117 and 90
µg/L in the 2nd trimester, 3rd trimester and
postpartum, respectively. UIC was associated with volume of milk consumed throughout pregnancy. Median UIC among the
offspring was 148 µg/L, with no difference
between the breast- and formula-fed babies.
The authors concluded that pregnant
women living in Northern Ireland are at risk
of iodine deficiency across pregnancy and
into the postpartum while their offspring
appear to be iodine sufficient. Notably, the
UK does not provide an iodine fortification
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program nor offer routine iodine dietary
advice in pregnancy. These new findings
argue for renewed consideration of effective
iodine nutrition policy from UK public
health agencies.
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