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WHAT IS IRON?

Iron is a mineral that is found
abundantly in the environment and is
also important in the body. It is found
naturally in many foods, added to
some for fortification, and also may
be taken as a supplement if needed'.

Why is iron important?

In the body, iron is required for a number of
essential roles:

® Component of haemoglobin which transports oxygen
from the lungs to the tissues’

® Component of myoglobin which stores oxygen to be
used for muscle contractions?

® Needed for muscle development during growth?

® Component of some enzyme systems that release
cell energy?

® |Involved in synthesis of neurotransmitters in the brain?
® Involved in nerve development?
® [nvolved in formation of lactoferrin in breastmilk?

® Helps maintain a healthy immune system?3

How much iron do toddlers need?

Iron needs vary throughout
life and by gender. For around
the first 6 months of life, a
baby should have sufficient
iron stores provided mother’s
iron status was adequate.
Beyond 6 months of age, the
weaning diet needs to include 7-12 months 7.8mg/d
iron rich foods to meet

requirements for growth?. 1-3 years 6.9mg/d

Iron reference
nutrient intake, mg/d*

0-3 months 1.7mg/d

4-6 months 4.3mg/d

Bioavailability of iron

Iron in the diet comes in two forms - haem and non-haem?:

® Haem iron is readily absorbed and there is little in the
diet that inhibits absorption. Haem iron is found in meat,
fish and poultry.

® Non-haem iron is not readily absorbed and there are
many dietary factors that inhibit absorption. Non-haem
iron is found in cereals, pulses, legumes, fruits, and
vegetables.

Although non-haem iron is not as well absorbed as haem
iron, it does contribute more to iron nutrition as it is
present in most meals®.

There are dietary factors that can either help with iron
absorption or inhibit it>:

® [ron absorption enhancer - Vitamin C (good sources are
red and yellow bell peppers, spinach, kale, broccoli)

® [ron absorption inhibitor - Phytates (mainly found in
seeds, grains and legumes) and polyphenols (such as
tannins found in tea or coffee)

In the UK, all bread must be fortified with iron. Some
breakfast cereals are also iron fortified as are infant
formulas and toddler milks which are tailored to fit the
nutritional needs for toddlerhood.
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What are the implications of too FOODS

HIGH IN

IRON

much or too little iron?

Too much:

® Very excessive intakes of iron from supplements or
medicines can cause gastrointestinal upsets
and faintness'.

® Haemochromatosis is a condition caused by a gene
mutation which leads to excessive build-up of iron in the
body and needs treatment®. v v

Too little: Sardines

® |[ron deficiency can progress through stages from mild,
to moderate, to iron deficiency anaemia (IDA) where iron
stores are exhausted, red blood cells reduce in size and
haemoglobin concentration decreases'. Mild or moderate
iron deficiency may not cause any symptoms, however
moderate iron deficiency in children is associated with
cognitive and motor developmental delays and
behavioural problems?.

Common symptoms of IDA are shortness of breath,
tiredness, lacking in energy, having pale skin or heart
palpitations’. Children with mild anaemia may not show
any symptoms.

Over 50% of UK toddlers aren’t achieving the daily
reference nutrient intake (RNI) for iron®.

Good food sources of iron

It is important that toddlers are offered iron-rich foods
in their diet.

® Good sources of heam iron are liver, red meat, oily fish
and eggs.

® Good sources of non-haem iron are beans and pulses,
bread, fortified breakfast cereals, dried fruit such as
apricots, and green leafy vegetables such as spinach and
broccoli, and nut butters.

® Also toddler milks which are fortified for this age
group, may play a role in contributing to the iron intake
of toddlers®.
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