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The repeating history of 
objections to the fortification 
of bread and alcohol: from iron 
filings to folic acid
Hasantha Gunasekera

The recent viewpoint by Kamien1 is timely,
given Food Standards Australia New Zea-

land is currently advocating for the manda-
tory fortification of all bread-making flour
with folic acid (230–280 μg per 100 g
flour). The proposal is now before the
Australia and New Zealand Food Regula-
tion Ministerial Council, and a decision is
imminent.

In 1991, the Medical Research Council
Vitamin Study Research Group reported a
randomised double-blind trial conducted
at 33 centres in seven countries. Pericon-
ceptual folic acid supplementation had a
72% protective effect against neural tube
defects (relative risk, 0.28; 95% CI, 0.12–
0.71).2 Because folic acid supplementation
is ineffective when started after the preg-
nancy is confirmed, fortification of staple
foods such as bread remains best practice.

The United States started mandatory for-
tification of enriched cereal-grain products
a decade ago. As expected, there has been
an increase in the population geometric
mean concentrations of serum folate and
red blood cell folate,3 and a corresponding

reduction in the number of babies born
with debilitating neural tube defects.4

The benefits are clear and the risks are
vague. Historical concerns that folic acid
supplementation could mask pernicious
anaemia and cause cancer have not been
substantiated by international experience
in more than 50 countries.

Australian health professionals have a
brief window of opportunity to join Mab-
erly and Stanley5 and advocate for manda-
tory fortification in spite of commercial
objections, which are based on market-
share concerns for existing “designer”
products. If we educate and inform our
patients and the community at large, the
decisionmakers should finally get the mes-
sage and this cheap, safe and effective
public health policy would be imple-
mented — a decade overdue.
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Stem cells: the story behind the headlines

Stem cells. Controversy at the frontiers of science.
Elizabeth Finkel. Sydney: ABC Books, 2005 (vi + 282 pp,
$27.95). ISBN 0 7333 1248 9.

THERE HAS BEEN NO MORE controversial area in medical
science in recent years than the discovery that embryonic
and adult stem cells have the potential to generate a range
of different tissues, possibly even organ repair and regen-
eration. As the field has evolved at a blistering pace, several
important strands can be discerned.

Firstly, the science, while complex, is of great interest to
the lay reader. For the public to adequately understand and
appraise the importance and potential of these new devel-
opments, it is crucial that the current state of scientific
development be explained in readily understandable terms.

Secondly, the area of stem cell therapy, especially embry-
onic stem cells and their development, raises many complex
ethical issues divisive in our society.

Thirdly, Australian scientists have played a major role both in the
development of in-vitro fertilisation, the precursor to the embryonic
stem cell age, and in the development of embryonic and adult stem
cells as potential treatments of the future.

Elizabeth Finkel, a distinguished science journalist with a strong
background in embryology, has written an intriguing account of the
stem cell story. She has brought together all three strands into a very
readable account of the field. On one level, for those interested in
human stories in science, this is a very good read with great human
achievement and political drama. It is also one of the best accounts of
the scientific achievements with stem cells to date and of the basis for
arising ethical issues.

Finkel makes no secret that she is an enthusiast for
developing stem cell science as a viable treatment, with
both embryonic and adult stem cell research. In some
of the examples she covers, most notably Parkinson’s
disease, she may overstate the current state of success
of stem cell therapies just a little, but does so in an
attempt to give a balanced story. One of her key
conclusions, that scientific facts must be presented
and discussed dispassionately, and that ethical con-
siderations and viewpoints should not be allowed to
bias interpretation and presentation of the science to
the general public, is a pivotal one in all aspects of
science.

Stem cell therapy, whether derived from embry-
onic or adult stem cells, has a great way to go before

we will know for sure whether it will be a viable treatment in a
major sense for human illness. Elizabeth Finkel’s book makes clear
that it is an area of very considerable promise, and I commend this
riveting account to all who have an interest in the area.
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