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Impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on the global salt
and iodine industries
Sergio A Moreno, General Manager of the Mexican Association of the Salt Industry, IGN National Coordinator, Mexico

Salt production
Salt, in addition to being a basic ingredient for cooking and the food industry,
is also a basic raw material to produce
pharmaceutical products, cleaning products
derived from chlorine, and other industries
that increased their demand for products
during the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020,
world salt production decreased by 1.06%
compared to the previous year. In 2021,
production recovered and increased 3.57%
(Figure 1).

International trade of salt
From 2018 to 2019, salt exports decreased by 8.44%. In 2020, during the most
severe part of the Covid 19 pandemic, salt
exports decreased by 3.31% compared to
the previous year. In 2021, exports of salt
recovered and increased by 13.48% compared to 2020 (Figure 2).
Salt imports from 2018 to 2019 increased slightly by 0.2%, but in 2020 they
decreased by 10.47%, mainly due to logistical difficulties in transport and closures
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2021,
salt imports recovered and increased by
15.87% (Figure 3).
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The world's main uses of iodine and its
compounds are in X-ray contrast media,
pharmaceuticals, liquid crystal displays and
iodophors. Other applications of iodine included animal feed, biocides, fluoride derivatives, food supplements and nylon (1).
Around 3% of the world's iodine production is used for human consumption (2).
Most of the world's supply of iodine comes
from nitrate mines in the Chilean desert,
oil and gas fields in Japan, and iodine-rich
brine wells in the United States. Following the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020,
the global demand for iodine applications
increased in 2021(1). The world's leading
company in the production of iodine,
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Sociedad Química y Minera de Chile
(SQM), reported that in 2021 the world
demand for iodine had a significant recovery compared to 2020, exceeding the
demand levels of 2019. This increase was
mainly due to demand for X-ray contrast
media, with an increase in demand of
between 14% and 15% compared to 2020.
This was due to the global increase in
spending by the health industry during the
year and the greater accessibility of these
treatments in emerging economies. They
estimate a growth in demand in 2022 close
to 1% (3).
Average iodine prices during 2021
increased each quarter, reaching US$39.00
per kilogram during the fourth quarter of
2021. Sales volumes in 2022 are forecast to
be similar to 2021, but average prices could
continue to increase (3). In addition to
supply chain disruptions from COVID-19,
there were also shortages of potassium
iodate. During a recent visit by IGN's
Regional Coordinator for Western and
Central Europe to SQM in Chile, he was
told that the current global iodine shortage
was due to increased demand, likely due to
medical needs during the pandemic. An additional factor that exacerbated the demand
was production of iodine tablets in Europe
to protect against thyroid cancer risk in the
event of a nuclear accident.

Selected impacts on the world
salt industry
• On March 2020, the health restrictions
due to the pandemic affected the salt
industry in India. The transportation
of solar salt by truck was stopped until
mid-April 2020, affecting shipments of
approximately 75 thousand tons. India's
largest salt production is in Gujarat and is
exported by sea mainly to China.
• Winsford Salt Mine, the UK's largest
rock salt mine in Winsford, Cheshire,
was temporarily closed in March 2020,
due to mild winter weather and UK
government COVID-19 preventative
measures.
• In 2020, consumer and industrial salt sales
of Compass Minerals decreased 12% due
to lower sales of de-icing products due to
mild weather in 2019 and lower salt sales
volumes primarily due to COVID-19
(4).
• Tata Chemicals in India reported in
2019-2020 that, being a food ingredient,
salt did not experience demand challenges, even as COVID-19 affected demand
from most sectors. Salt sales volumes
were stable throughout the year (5).
Tata Chemicals reported that its salt sales
volumes were better than those of fiscal
2020-21 amid rising energy costs and
price increases in the market (6). Edible
salt had no demand problems in India,
even during the pandemic. However, in
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the UK market, demand for edible and
non-edible salt was affected by the decline in the leisure and hospitality sectors.
• In the first half of 2020, the Mexican Association of the Salt Industry conducted
a survey among some salt producers in
Mexico. There was a 5% decrease in sales
of salt in some companies; that is, salt for
the food industry and non-edible salt.
Some companies increased sales of table
salt and non-edible salt. There was an
adequate supply of iodine (7). In 2021,
there was an increase in sales of edible
salt to national clients, as well as in exports for domestic consumption and food
industry.
• Quimpac reported a 6% decrease in the
value of domestic salt sales in Peru and
a 32% reduction in the value of its salt
exports in 2021.

Salt consumption and dietary
patterns
The measures adopted by the governments
and public health authorities to slow down
the spread of COVID-19, like social distancing, travel restrictions, closure of economic activities and lockdowns had effects on
salt consumption in some countries. Specifically, the confinements caused changes in
diet and eating habits in some groups of population (8). Different surveys were carried
out between February and May 2020 in
population groups from Belgium, France,
Italy, Poland, Spain, UK, USA, which
confirmed changes in diet and eating habits
during confinement (9). In these countries,
daily consumption of salt increased by eating more snacks, salty foods, canned foods,
frozen foods. Even sales of salt increased,
as was the case in Italy (10). There was an
increase of the average consumption of salt
in France (11). In Spain, during the most
severe period of confinement and due to
less demand, the consumption of more
perishable foods such as fish and shellfish
decreased. However, the purchase of nonperishable prepared meals also decreased. In
fact, more fresh vegetables were purchased,
probably because people had more time to
cook a healthier diet at home (12).
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Perspectives
It is projected that the production and
supply of salt worldwide in the coming
years will continue to be stable and without
setbacks, However, in the medium term,
climate change may alter production cycles
of salt by solar evaporation. In addition, in
the short term, the increase of energy prices
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and
the Russia-Ukraine conflict will continue
to impact the costs of production and transportation of salt and iodine in the world.
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