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The Continuum of 

Reproductive Health

• Improving health of infants requires focusing 
on the entire spectrum of reproductive health 
which extends from prior to conception 
through the first year of an infant’s life and 
throughout the woman’s childbearing years

• Folic acid supplementation is a key 
preconception factor in preventing neural 
tube defects





Special Report 2005

• Reccomandations 0.4 mg in 11/18 countriesi

• 1992-1993 GB, Ireland, Holland

• Italy 2004

“The situation regarding low uptake of 

supplementation is reflected in the lack of a clear 

decline in the prevalence of neural tube defects 

across Europe”



2004 Folic acid Network Italy

• Reccomandations 0.4 mg

• Inclusion of all stakeholders: academics, patient 

groups, ministry of health, pharmaceutical 

companies, congenital anomaly registries



Most Pregnancies Are 

Unplanned!
• About half of all pregnancies are 

unplanned

• Unplanned pregnancies are most common 

among teens

• Depending on the age of the woman, the 

percentage of unplanned pregnancies 

varies from 33% – 78%



Epidemiology of NTD’s

• Occur in about 2 per 1000 births across 

Europe

• Most babies with NTD’s are born to 

women with no risk factors

• Racial/ethnic variation in incidence of 

NTD’s



Infant Deaths due to NTDs 

by Race/Ethnicity, United States
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Three Approaches for 

Changing Behavior



Should Europe fortify a 

staple food with folic acid?

*Lenore Abramsky, Helen Dolk, on behalf of 

the EUROCAT Folic Acid

Working Group

The Lancet 369 Feb 2007



Should Europe fortify a staple 

food with folic acid?

• “The main obstacle has been the 

concern that the known benefit of folic 

acid to the few (women who become 

pregnant) and the potential benefits to 

the many (for example, the possible 

prevention of cardiovascular disease) 

might be outweighed by some yet 

unknown risk for the general population”



Evaluation of risks and benefits

• The studies that support the benefits of 

folic acid are constantly increasing

• Studies that suggest the need for 

caution have emerged





Yazdy et al    Sett 2006

• “Folic acid fortification in the United States 

was associated with a small decrease in 

orofacial cleft palate prevalence, with the 

timing of the decline consistent with the 

introduction of fortification”





Mason et al July 2007

• “ we therefore hypothesize that the 

institution of folic acid fortification may 

have been wholly or partly responsible for 

the observed increase in CRC rates in the 

mid-1990’s”



Evaluation of risks and benefits

• Use our 

knowledge to 

clarify and update 

reccomendations 

and engage 

decision makers 

in public health 

policy



Endorsed by



Supplementation Strategy

• Medical Education – the right dose, the 

right time

• Maternal lifestyle

• All women of childbearing age

• Folic acid free of charge




