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Cooperation between salt farmers
and a salt producer improves the
quality of iodized salt in Azerbaijan
Jack Bagriansky Consultant, UNICEF and Gregory Gerasimov IGN Regional Coordinator for Eastern Europe & Central Asia

After mandatory regulation was established
in 2003–2004, the well-controlled imports
of iodized salt from Russia, Ukraine, and
Iran ensured that households throughout
Azerbaijan had access to adequately iodized
salt. However, about 300 small-scale salt farmers located around salt deposits at Masazir
Lake continued to cover 15-20% of the
national demand for edible salt. Raw salt
from Masazir was sold mainly to traders in
bulk bags, or to 12–15 small distributors,
who sometimes added value by processing
it manually (e.g., crushing, grading, and
drying). Sometimes this included iodization
and repackaging.
Driven by pressure from government
control agencies and consumer groups,
many of the small salt producers were spraying small amounts of potassium iodate
solution onto salt, so that it would pass
inspection by staining “blue” under RTK
iodine testing. There was no quality control
or quantitative measurement of iodine levels
in salt. Successive national surveys in 2007–
2009 reported that the quality of imported
iodized salt, produced by large and wellequipped enterprises in Ukraine, Russia,
Belarus, and Turkey, was usually much
higher (from 25 to 30 ppm) than of the salt
from small-scale producers in Azerbaijan
(averaging at ~13 ppm).
Partly in response to the widespread
availability of illegal domestic salt, in 2009
the Ministry of Economic Development
along with Azersun, a large domestic food
company, developed a business plan to
procure, refine, and market all salt production from Masazir. Since iodization was
mandatory, and the government had been
sensitized to the issue by more than a decade of advocacy efforts, iodization became
an integral part of Azersun’s business plan.
With financial backing amounting to $14
million, mainly from the National Bank of

Azerbaijan along with
25% interest taken by the
Azerbaijan Investment
Company, Azersun established a modern refinery
in the Masazir Lake area
on the outskirts of Baku.
With an annual capacity
of 90 thousand metric
tons (MT), the Azersun
facility could meet the
entire national demand
of 60–70 thousand MT
annually as well as enter
Masazir Lake in Azerbaijan is known for its striking reddish pink color.
the export market.
Through leasing
price, reportedly higher than the prices
arrangements with the
previously obtained from traders. In addigovernment, Azersun technically owns the
tion to favorable procurement terms, the
supply of raw salt from Masazir Lake. The
contract with Azersun also provides for all
lake is a property of the government, leased
other business costs including maintenance
exclusively to Azersun for 99 years, essenand upgrade of the saltpans, harvesting
tially granting the producer a domestic salt
equipment, transport from the saltpans to
monopoly. Azersun also leases another salt
the Azersun salt factory, and other services.
lake close to Masazir and controls 11 smalThrough this system, independent salt harler lakes in the Absheron area near Baku.
vesters are able to sell raw salt to Azersun,
Working with communities around these
while Azersun wields control over the qualilakes, Azersun works to protect this monoty of the national supply.
poly and to prevent illegal salt harvesting
A unique feature of this relationship is
and marketing––thereby preventing any leathat the only legally enforceable contract is
kage of non-iodized salt onto the market.
between Azersun and the team leader, who
is personally responsible for passing on the
Caring for the local community
payments to the team members. It appears
Raw salt is extracted from Masazir Lake
that the community values and peer presby local contractors working in one of 25
sure work well to enforce these verbal and
harvesting zones, with 8–12 workers per
informal contracts. From the perspective of
zone. Each team is recruited by a team leathe local workers, an important benefit is
der, who is contracted directly by Azersun.
the financial security guaranteed by regular
Team leaders are typically well known,
weekly payments. Thanks to a stable income,
respected, and trusted members of their
the workers can now pay cash in local
community, and there is little turnover in
shops, and “debt books” (an indicator of
this position. Each team leader negotiates
financial insecurity) have virtually disapwith Azersun annually to purchase a fixed
peared in this area.
amount of salt (usually 5 MT per week,
although this is negotiable) at a guaranteed
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IGN Regional Coordinator, Gregory Gerasimov paid a visit to the Azersun production plant in May 2016.

Cutting-edge technology in action
The Azersun salt factory employs modern
vacuum evaporation technology for the production of high-quality, free flowing salt of
extra-fine grade from brine pumped directly
from Masazir Lake. However, the amount
and the quality of the brine may not always
be sufficient for the salt concentration
requirements of the evaporation equipment.
When this happens, the factory switches
to raw salt (dissolved in holding tanks),
which has been harvested by the farmers
and is stored in a salt mound a few hundred
meters away from the factory. Typically, the
mound holds from 70,000 to 90,000 MT of
surplus salt, which is sufficient for one year
of operation.
Having produced 20–30 thousand MT
in its initial years of operation, Azersun’s
output rose to 65,000 MT by 2014. Azersun
has gained a dominant share of the domestic
consumer market, mainly at the expense
of imported salt. In addition to consumer

channels, the high-quality salt is suitable
for industrial purposes, including Azersun’s
own large food processing operations.
Complementing the domestic market,
Azersun began exporting and now controls
15% of the salt market in Georgia and a
growing market in Russia.
Adequately iodized salt is reaching
more than 90% of households
According to a National Nutrition Survey in
2013, the proportion of adequately iodized
salt at the household level has reached 94%,
which can be partially ascribed to Azersun’s
success (Figure 1).
Key success factors and lessons learned
• Thanks to the construction of a modern
salt production factory at Masazir Lake,
Azersun has significantly improved the
quality of locally produced iodized salt.

The salt factory holds an ISO 9001-2008
certificate in quality management systems.
The proportion of adequately iodized salt
in the households has increased from 65%
in 2007 to 94% in 2013 when the salt factory reached its full operational capacity.
• These improvements did not come at the
expense of local salt farmers who were
harvesting salt from the lakes using traditional methods. The farmers have been
successfully involved in the new supply
system and have benefited from the relationship with Azersun.
• While the long tradition of collectivization in Azerbaijan has undoubtedly played
a role, Azersun has gained the trust of the
community as a competent and honest
manager. The process of annual negotiation, along with other community-based
activities, enhances this trust.

F I G U R E 1 Household coverage with adequately iodized salt between
2000 and 2013 in Azerbaijan
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Reportedly, the teams are satisfied with this
arrangement, which provides nearly 100% of
their annual income. Although, at first, the
scheme was regarded with some suspicion
and resistance among the local population, it was overcome thanks to the positive
experience and benefits gained: a good
price, steady work, and a guaranteed wage.
Now a major local employer, Azersun also
undertakes a range of community-focused
activities, including the celebration of a
National IDD Day, which is a company
holiday in the Masazir area. The company–
team relations are good, and the teams are
sustainable. As a result, Azersun currently
has no plans to centralize the salt harvesting
operations within its corporate structure.
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Source: Presentation given by the Azerbaijan attendees of the first sub-regional USI Sustainability Workshop conducted
by UNICEF and the IGN (Almaty, Kazakhstan, September 2015)
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