Does India need
‘mandatory flour
fortification with folic acid’
policy to prevent neural
tube defects?

Dear sir,

Folic acid intake has been proven to reduce the risk of occurrence
and recurrence of neural tube defects such as spina bifida and
anencephaly, which belong to one of the most common birth
defects. It also has a significant role in preventing the risk of
cardiovascular disorders through homocysteine regulation.
In addition, ample evidence shows that there are beneficial
effects of taking folic acid in various types of cancers and
neurological disorders.l! It is estimated that the prevalence of
neural tube defects in India 4.5 per 1000 births.”! World Health
Organization recommended that folic acid supplementation to
be given to all women planning to become pregnant to prevent
neural tube effects. They need to consume 0.4 mg of folic acid/
day in their childbeating age and throughout pregnancy.’! At
primary healthcare level, this requirement needs to be fulfilled by
providing tablets containing iron and folic acid to all women of
childbearing age group under ‘Anaemia Mukt Bharat’ (Intensified
National Iron Plus Initiative) programme in India." This strategy
is ineffective due to poor adherence to folic acid tablets by women
of childbearing age.”

To overcome this in-effectiveness of oral consumption of folic
acid tablets by women of childbearing age, US Food and Drug
Administration (in 1998) mandated that flour be fortified with
folic acid to secure an adequate supply of folate for women
of childbearing age. Until 2018, about hundred countries had
similar mandates to ensure adequate access to folic acid. In
a systematic review on the Impact of mandatory folic acid
fortification of flour on neural tube defects, Castillo-Lancellotti
Cetal. (2012) concluded that fortification of flour with folic acid
has significantly reduced the number of children with NTD in all
countries that have mandated it.*”! World Health Organization
recommended that mandatory wheat fortification should be
considered by country, where industrially produced flour is

regulatly consumed by large population groups.®’

Previously costs involved in fortification were very high but
now fortification is also very inexpensive. According to Sirohi
A et al. cost of fortification of 1 kg flour with Iron, Folic Acid
and Vitamin B12 is only 20-25 paise per kg.' As per IKON’s

estimates (2015), packaged wheat flour occupies more than 90%
of the total urban market and it is on increasing trends in rural
areas as rural consumers’ willingness towards the packaged wheat
flour is increased.'!l Flour fortification standards as established
by the Food Safety Standards Authority of India (FSSAI) are also
available as Food Safety and Standards (Fortification of Food)
Regulation, 2018. It is recommended that fortification of wheat
flour or maida should be done at the level of 28-42.5 mg/kg
Iron, 75-125 pg/kg Folic Acid and 0.75-1.25 pg/kg Vitamin
B12. They also made this clear that the fortification of flour is

not mandatory.'”

Despite this high consumption of packaged wheat flour, available
recommendation by WHO, FSSAT guidelines for fortification and
inexpensive cost of flour fortification, India has not yet adopted
mandatory fortification of flour with folic acid as policy. This is
high time that Indian policymakers need to consider this proven
effective strategy to combat this public health problem.

Acknowledgements

None.

Financial support and sponsorship
Nil.

Conflicts of interest

There are no conflicts of interest.

Vikas Yadav’, Deepti Dabar?,
Pankaj Prasad? Narendra Singh Patel?,
Sanjay S. Agarwal®

'Department of Community Medicine, *Forensic Medicine
and Toxicology, Atal Bihari Vajpayee Government
Medical College, Vidisha, Madhya Pradesh, ?Department
of Community and Family Medicine, AIIMS, Bhopal,
Madhya Pradesh, India

Address for correspondence: Dr. Deepti Dabar,
Department of Community and Family Medicine, AIIMS,
Bhopal - 462 020, Madhya Pradesh, India.

E-mail: deeptidabar@outlook.in

References

1. CriderKS, Bailey LB, Berry RJ. Folic acid food fortification-its
history, effect, concerns, and future directions. Nutrients
2011;3:370-84.

2. Allagh KP, Shamanna BR, Murthy GV, Ness AR, Doyle P,
Neogi SB, et al. Birth prevalence of neural tube defects
and orofacial clefts in India: A systematic review and
meta-analysis. PloS One 2015;10:e0118961.

3. WHO. Guideline: Daily Iron and Folic Acid
Supplementation in Pregnant Women. Geneva:

© 2020 Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care | Published by Wolters Kluwer - Medknow 3787



10.

11.

Yadav et al.: India need mandatory flour fortification with folic acid

World Health Organization; 2012. Available from:
https://www.nhp.gov.in/sites/default/files/p
df/9789241501996_eng.pdf. [Cited 2020 Jan 10].

Governemnt of India. ‘Anaemia Mukt Bharat’ (Intensified
National Iron Plus Initiative) Operational Guidelines for
Programme Managers. In: Ministry of Health and Family
Welfare, editor. New Delhi: Government of India; 2018.

Williams PA, Poehlman J, Moran K, Siddiqui M, Kataria I,
Rego AM, et al. Strategies to address anaemia among
pregnant and lactating women in India: A formative
research study. Public Health Nutr 2020;23:795-805.

Castillo-Lancellotti C, Tur JA, Uauy R. Impact of folic acid
fortification of flour on neural tube defects: A systematic
review. Public Health Nutr 2013;16:901-11.

Kancherla V. Countries with an immediate potential for
primary prevention of spina bifida and anencephaly:
Mandatory fortification of wheat flour with folic acid. Birth
Defects Res 2018;110:956-65.

World Health Organization. Recommendations on Wheat and
Maize Flour Fortification Meeting Report: Interim Consensus
Statement. Geneva, Switzerland: WHO; 2009. Available
from: https://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/micron
utrients/wheat_maize_fort.pdf. [Cited 2020 Mar 16].

Allen L, Benoist BD, Dary O, Hurrell R. Guidelines onfood
fortification with micronutrients. Geneva, Switzerland: WHO
& Food and Agricultural Organization of UN; 2006. Available
from: https://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/guide_f
ood_fortification_micronutrients.pdf. [Cited 2020 Mar 16].
Sirohi A, Pundhir A, Ghosh S. Food fortification: A nutritional
management strategy in India. Innovare J Food Sci
2018;6:1-8.

Sondarva T. The Packaged Wheat Flour in India is
Breaking The Old Age Traditions Ahmedabad:

Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care

3788

12.

IKON: Marketing Cunsultant; 2015. Available from:
https://www.ikonmarket.com/marketing-articles/pac
kaged-wheat-flour-market-in-india.html. [Cited
2020 Jan 10].

Government of India. Food Safety and
Standards (Fortification of Food) Regulation, 2018.
New Delhi: Governemnt of India; 2018. Available from:
https://fssai.gov.in/upload/uploadfiles/files/Gazet
te_Notification_Food_Fortification_10_08_2018.pdf. [Cited
2020 Mar 16].

This is an open access journal, and articles are distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 License, which allows others to

remix, tweak, and build upon the work non-commercially, as long as appropriate credit is
given and the new creations ate licensed under the identical terms.

Received: 16-03-2020
Accepted: 25-05-2020

Revised: 25-04-2020
Published: 30-07-2020

Access this article online

Quick Response Code:

Website:
www.jfmpc.com

DOI:
10.4103/jfmpc.jfmpc_396_20

How to cite this article: Yadav V, Dabar D, Prasad P, Patel NS, Agarwal SS.
Does India need ‘mandatory flour fortification with folic acid’ policy to prevent
neural tube defects? J Family Med Prim Care 2020;9:3787-8.

© 2020 Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care | Published by Wolters
Kluwer - Medknow

Volume 9 : Issue 7 : July 2020



