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Persistent iodine deficiency
in Israel
There appears to be an urgent need for mandatory salt fortification in Israel

Iodine intakes among Israeli children are deficient and could be improved through salt iodization
From: Barnett‑Itzhaki et al. Israel Journal of Health Policy Research (2022) 11:18 ➔ https://doi.org/10.1186/s13584-022-00526-9

The issue of iodine deficiency and the
necessity of salt fortification in Israel was
first raised in 2004 (1,2). The first Israeli
National Iodine Survey was conducted in
2016 in children and pregnant women.
Median urine iodine concentrations
(UIC)s of school-aged children and
pregnant women indicated that these
populations were iodine-deficient (3).
Additional studies in recent years in Israel
showed low iodine intake and low prevalence of iodized salt intake in pregnant
women (4). Previous research has shown
that while Israeli milk and dairy products
are iodine rich, consumption patterns of
milk, dairy, as well as dairy-based foods,
among Israeli adults do not ensure adequate iodine intake (5).
In early 2017, the MOH published
recommendations for the general public

encouraging voluntary use of iodized salt
(6), advanced a social media campaign,
and disseminated guidelines for prenatal iodine supplement use to Ministry
of Health committees and professional
associations. The Israeli standard on food
grade salt was updated establishing requirements for voluntary fortified salt (30
ppm iodine) and is pending final approval.
Industry has also taken steps to produce cheaper iodized salt products (1 kg
version) and more recently a cardboard
box version; however, these are still
between 2–3 times more expensive than
the government price-controlled standard
non-iodized salt. Recently, the Ministry
of Health proposed a mandatory requirement for food fortification, including
iodized salt, as part of an effort to increase
public health resilience (7). Even if salt in-

take is reduced in the general population
including children, according to current
Ministry of Health recommendations (8),
mandatory salt iodization would be sufficient to improve population iodine status.
The National Biomonitoring Program in Israel, established in 2020, aims to
provide data on exposure of the general
population to environmental chemicals
and on nutritional status. In the program,
spot urine samples and questionnaire data
were collected from 166 healthy children
aged 4–12 years in 2020–2021. The questionnaire included detailed questions on
drinking water source (bottled, unfiltered
tap, filtered tap), diet, consumption of
iodized salt, exposure to environmental
contaminants and socioeconomic status.

7

8

I DD N E W S L E TTE R

AUG U S T 2 0 2 2

ISRAEL

In the study, 86 boys and 80 girls
from over 20 cities and small communities
were recruited ; 44 (26.5%) of the children lived in rural areas and 122 lived in
urban areas. The response rate in children
was lower than planned due to the COVID-19 pandemic, mostly among Arabs.
Therefore, only 14% of the participants
(23 children) were Arab children, and not
20% (the Arab proportion in the Israeli
population), as planned.
The overall median (interquartile range [IQR]) UIC was 80.1 μg/L
(44.7–130.8 μg/L) indicating that the
population’s iodine status has not improved in the five years that have passed since
inadequacy was first identified. There
were no statistically significant differences
in median UIC in children consuming
non-filtered tap, filtered or bottled
drinking water or in children consuming
iodized salt. Only 14 of 166 (5.3%) children consumed iodized salt. In children
with medium or high frequency milk
consumption (at least one milk serving
on a daily basis), median UIC levels were
higher than those with low frequency
consumption.
Studies have also raised concerns regarding the potential impact of desalinated
water on thyroid health in Israel and else-

where (9). Israel’s water supply contains
over 50% desalinated water, with some
areas reaching over 80%. Of note, the
process of desalination not only removes
salts from seawater, but also several essential minerals, most notably, calcium,
magnesium, fluoride and iodine. The
authors also performed an international
comparison of mUIC taking into consideration the levels of desalinated water per
capita, and fortification policies. When
comparing 13 countries with population
size above 150,000, whose desalinated
water per capita was at least 1 m3, Israel
and Lebanon were the only countries
with median UIC below the WHO adequacy range. Additionally, there appeared
to be low positive correlation between the
amount of desalinated water per capita in
each country and their median UIC levels
(r2 = 0.132).
The current study demonstrates that
policy implemented in recent years by the
Ministry of Health has not led to measurable improvement in the iodine status in
SAC in Israel. These results demonstrate
the urgent need for mandatory table salt
fortification in Israel and the clear need
for increased public awareness on the
importance of consuming iodized salt.
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