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Mandatory flour fortification with folic acid makes a real difference in preventing Spina Bifida:





The USA has had mandatory flour fortification since 1998 at the rate of 1.5 mg. Since then, the incidence of Spina Bifida has decreased by 30%.





Canada has had mandatory flour fortification since 1998 at the rate of 1.5 mg. Since then, the incidence of Spina Bifida has decreased by 50%.





Chile has had mandatory flour fortification since 2000 at  the rate of 2.2 mg. The incidence of Spina Bifida has decreased by 70% in the interim period.





These are examples of the benefits of flour fortification in 3 countries, showing that higher levels of fortification have greater impact. Imagine what a difference we can make if we had world-wide mandatory flour fortification.





 IF Actions


IF developed a policy statement on mandatory food fortification with folic acid and initiated a ‘take (folic) acid everyday’ campaign. The EU is now preparing a Regulation on Voluntary Food Fortification; IF is requesting that that fortification be mandatory, thus impacting on all EU Member States. At the same time, IF supports Member States working towards mandatory flour fortification, an issue to the fore in Ireland the UK, Austria and Italy. IF collaborates with other NGOs and experts with an interest in this issue such as the Flour Fortification Initiative,  the European Disability Forum, the European Down’s Syndrome Association and the World Alliance for the Prevention of Birth Defects.





Mandatory Flour Fortification is the key!
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 About IF 


IF is an international non-governmental organization based in Brussels. Established in 1979, IF’s mission is to improve the quality of life of people with Spina Bifida and/or Hydrocephalus throughout the world and to decrease the prevalence of Spina Bifida and Hydrocephalus by primary prevention.
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Mandatory Flour Fortification


with Folic Acid








Spina Bifida is one of a group of birth defects known as Neural Tube Defects (NTDs), which occurs within the first 25 days of pregnancy and affects 1 to 2 in every 1000 live births. 





In addition to an obvious gap in the skin covering the spine, the vertebrae and the nervous system is damaged leading to some degree of paralysis. Most children and adults have problems with bowel and bladder control. Spina Bifida occurs as the result of lack of absorption of folic acid: food quality can influence this, though other preventive measures may also be necessary.  Spina Bifida cannot be cured, though medical interventions mean that many people with Spina Bifida now live into old age and have a good quality of life. 





More than 85% of children with Spina Bifida also have hydrocephalus (‘water on the brain’) or develop this at a later stage. This occurs when cerebro-spinal fluid (CSF) is produced continuously inside each of the four spaces or ventricles inside the brain. CSF normally flows from one ventricle to the next, then out across the outside of the brain and down the spinal cord, where it is absorbed into the bloodstream and re-circulates. When the drainage pathways are blocked at any point, the fluid accumulates in the ventricles inside the brain, causing them to swell, resulting in compression of surrounding tissue. Drainage of the fluid with a device called a shunt is needed. 





 Folic Acid is the Key to Prevention


Folic acid is the synthetic form of a vitamin from the B-complex generally known as folates because of its various forms. This vitamin is naturally present in some foods, then called folate. Folic acid is important for everyone in maintaining health. It helps the body form red blood cells and aids in the formation of genetic material. Folic acid helps cell division and tissue growth. If a woman is deficient in folic acid during the early stages of pregnancy, bone and skin may not form correctly over the brain and spinal cord of the fetus. Because folic acid is water soluble, a high intake is not dangerous; in fact, folic acid does not stay long in your body and should be taken in every day. Research shows that a minimum intake of 0.4mg of folic acid a day can prevent up to 70% of NTDs. This is why food fortification is so important.




















 Why Food Fortification?


Food fortification is necessary because, even with a healthy balanced diet, the level of natural folate intake is insufficient to maximally protect against NTDs. This is because natural folates are twice as difficult to absorb and the vitamin’s value is lost during the storage and preparation of foods. In order to maximize the consumption of folates, staple foods  (such as flour) should be fortified, or enriched, with folic acid.





Many countries try to promote the intake of folic acid supplements, but research shows that these campaigns do not have the desired effect, as people tend not to take the supplement as consistently as desired in order to achieve the protection afforded by it. A disadvantage is that taking folic acid supplements is only possible when the pregnancy is planned, as they need to be taken one month before conception and during the first three months of pregnancy. However, we know that up to 50% of all pregnancies are unplanned in some EU countries (e.g. Ireland). 





 Why Mandatory Fortification?


Research shows that folic acid deficiency is common in most women of childbearing age. Mandatory fortification would mean that folic acid would reach all women of childbearing age before they become pregnant, providing maximum protection against NTDs  for all children. This would also reduce the number of associated terminations.





The disadvantage of voluntary food fortification is that it is more expensive and therefore discriminatory, reaching only the small part of the population who can afford to buy fortified foods. In contrast, mandatory flour fortification is shown to be safe. Latest scientific research shows no increase in twinning as a result of increased folic acid consumption and no delayed diagnosis of vitamin B-12 deficiency. Moreover, there is growing evidence for its role in preventing other congenital anomalies including cleft lip/palate, heart defects, stroke, Alzheimer, Down syndrome and some forms of cancer. Mandatory fortification means not having to rely only on public education programmes and public awareness about folic acid; in other words, everyone benefits, regardless of  social class or income.


� A Cost Effective Solution 


The lifetime cost of treating a person with Spina Bifida is estimated at €427,420, while the cost of adding 1.5mg folic acid to an established flour fortification program is €0.05 per 1000kg of fortified flour. Adding 2.0 mg adds €0.08 per 1000kg. The cost is higher if going from using a straight chemical (e.g. iron) to using a premix of e.g. iron/folic acid. In that case including 1.5 mg folic acid would cost €0.17 more per 1000kg.  
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