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Mr Gerber, who

as this year's Humanitarian
joined
a distinguished list of
Award honoree

past recipients including former Chrysler
Chairman Lee lacocca and National Broadcasting Company (NBC) Head Robert Wright,
expressed great pride in the accomplishments
of the Sight and Life program.In concluding,

he complimented the Foundation for its con-

tinuing pursuit of knowledge, discovery and
the preservation of vision, which he called
"one of life's most precious gifts".

MarinD. Hirsch
Public Policy and Communications
Roche Nutley
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Preventable vitamin A deficiencY;
Red Cross symPosium at Roche Basel
Preventable vitamin A deficí ency is a world-wide problem causing muc}r concern to the
World Health Organisation (WHO) and other international organisations. Vitamin A deficiency (VAD) in developing countries was the topic of a symposium held on 6 June at
Roche Basel. The event was orgÍ rnised bythe Swiss Red Cross (sRc)' which foryears has
been fighting blindness in Asia and Africa. In this work it has long cooperated with the
Task Force Sight and Life, a Roche initiative.

Nutritional blindness or VAD is still

a

public

health problem in many developing countries.

Updated statistics show that 250'000 to
5OO,OOO children go blind annually and that
more than 250 million are in danger of health
impairment, morbidity and mortality due to
VAD.

Mr Fritz Gnber, Roche
Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, expressed his delight that Roche, the leading
manufacturer of vitamins, was hosting the
symposium. The company's involvement in
the fight against vitamin A deficienry is in line
with Roche's traditions.In 1947 the company
In his opening address,
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Speakers at the symposium answering questions: from left to
right, Dr Serge Resnikoff, Ms
Gabriela Neuhaus, Ms Christa
Sprecher (meeting administration), Mr Claude-André Ribaux

(Swiss Red Cross) and Dr

Florentino Solon

developed an industrially feasible synthesis of
vitamin A that made it possible to use the vitamin in the field. Then, ten years ago, Roche
established the Task Force Sight and Life'
which is particularly dedicated to the fight
against VAD. With this humanitarian initiative Roche is helping to work towards the goal
set by the international community: to eliminate VAD by the year 2000.

Dr Hiroshi Nakaj ima"Director General of the
WHO, confirmed that his organisation is still
aiming at that goal; he expressed his confidence that through joint efforts much Progress
can be made. Dr Nakajimaalso confirmed the
commitment of his organisation to continue
to support non-governmental organisations
(NGO's) and governments by coordinating
and guiding their efforts.

The next speaker, Dr Barbara Underwood
from the Nutrition Unit of the WHO, said that
the extent of theVAD problem and its adverse
consequences for vision, health and survival
of children are now well recognised. The most

recent compilation of the available data revEaled thatL2o/o of WHO member states still
have a clinically significant problem, andLí o/o
of them have a subclinical public health problem. From many states the data are still missing or are inadequate. "Obviously we are in a
dynamic situation", Dr Underwood said.
There is increased awareness as a result of in-

ternational efforts and the growing visibility
of the problem, and there are many activities
being carried outbyNGO's and governments.
In developing countries,VAD or the resulting
eye disease xerophthalmia is still the leading
preventable cause of severevisual impairment

and blindness. Dr Serge Resnikoff,former director oftheAfrican Institute for Ophthalmology in Mali, compared the importance of different diseases in terms of"blind years". In this

comparison xerophthalmia and cataract account for more or less the same number of
years of disability. Xerophthalmia in West Africa still has a very bad prognosis due to factors such as lack of appropriate management,
of awareness and of health care. VAD is often
associated with diseases and other forms of
malnutrition. Harmful traditional practices
like putting crushed snail shells, caustic lime,
juice of aloe plants, tree roots or cow's or goatt
urine into the eyes may have toxic effects and
even cause blindness.

Dr Martin Frigg, the secretary of Sight and
Life, then presented some basic information
on vitamin Á. As he pointed out, it is good to
know that the complexities revealed by biochemical and molecular biologyresearch into
vitaminAboth parallel and confirm the complexities that work in the field has revealed in
thevitamint role in the maintenance of health.
A normal vitamin A status can reduce the risk
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Dr Hiroshi Nakajina (left)
with Dr Martin
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of severe diseases and child mortality; the reduction in measles fatalities, for example, is

bioavailability is and to identifr the factors
influencing it.

It was generally agreed that the vitamin A

It is clearly the goal of all nutrition programmes to improve nutrition in such away
that the food consumed contains all the

impressive.

problem must be integrated into overall health
strategies. Mr Martin Fuhrer from the SRC
presented his organisation's experiences with
eye care programmes. He emphasised in particular that the active involvement of the local
population is a key strategy.

Preformed vitamin A is found only in foodstuffs derived from animals such as liyer, meat,
egg yolk and dairy prodú cts. However, precursors are found in plants. The beta-carotene,
and to a lesser degree other carotenoids, contained in green vegetables and red and yellow
fruits and vegetables can be converted in the
body into vitamin Á. However the rate of conversion and the bioavailability of the
carotenoids is still a hotly debated research
topic. A recently completed study produced
evidence that beta-carotene from green vegetables was much less bioavailable than synthetic beta-carotene. The results will have to
be verified and investigations extended to different sources of vitamin A and different
population groups. Furthermore, it is most
important to evaluate just how variable the

macro- and micronutrients necessary. Such an
ideal goal may not be achieved for everyone
in the near future; less ambitious aims must
therefore be targeted and approached in small

steps.

This means that, in addition to such shortterm measures as supplementation with vitaminA capsules, the fortification of commonly
used processed foods must be considered a
usefrrl strategy. Great strides have alreadybeen
made in sugar fortification in a number of
countries in Central and South America. The
fortification of foods has the advantage of being a "passive" intervention. People do not
have to change theirbehaviour. However, food
fortification requires that most of the people
in a country use processed foods, that there is
an infrastructure to deliver these foods to
those most in need, and that the food chosen
is technically and financially affordable. Food
fortification, adapted to local requirements,
is an area in which a greatdeal of applied research will be needed in the near future.
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