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Campaign highlights dangers of untreated iron deficiency 

disorder during pregnancy   
 

The Division of Haematology at the University of Cape Town (UCT) and Groote Schuur 
Hospital has embarked on a massive international campaign to drive awareness on the 
dangers of untreated iron deficiency disorder during pregnancy. The drive seeks to highlight 

the importance of a pre-pregnancy diagnosis, to initiate treatment and to avoid the 
enormous post-birth ramifications for the unborn baby. 
 

The head of the division, Professor Vernon Louw, said iron deficiency disorder is one of the 
most common health challenges among women in South Africa; it’s said to affect 
approximately 50% of woman nationally. In the Western Cape, 57% of women are iron 

deficient, many of whom are adolescents and young adults. 
 
An iron deficiency, Louw explained, occurs when the body holds too little iron, usually as a 

result of blood loss (mainly from menstruation or previous pregnancies), or from poor eating 
habits, especially in people who eat too little red meat. This results in low levels of 
haemoglobin (the protein found in red blood cells that carries oxygen throughout the body). 

With too little iron in the bloodstream, the body will not receive the amount of oxygen it 
needs. According to Louw, several high-risk factors are associated with iron deficiency 
disorder during pregnancy and are especially dangerous for the unborn baby. 

 
Interestingly, patients with iron deficiency disorder (before anaemia develops) and those 
with anaemia present with similar symptoms (fatigue, irritability, hair loss and brittle nails). 

As a result, clinicians are often thrown off track regarding the real health challenge. But 
through testing pregnant women for anaemia only, Louw said, approximately 47% of 
patients with iron deficiency disorder slip through the cracks. 

 
“It’s important to note that an iron deficiency, even in the absence of anaemia, has 
significant ramifications for the baby,” he said. “When nobody checks if you’re iron deficient 

during pregnancy, and they only check if you’re anaemic, they will miss the iron deficiency. 
And the consequences are huge.” 
 
Since the start of the year, Louw has convened many local and international lectures to 

educate scientists and clinicians on the dangers of iron deficiency disorder during 
pregnancy. Slowly, he said, the world is starting to “pay attention”. “We need to bring the 
message across, and I’m taking every opportunity I get to talk about it. Treatment is a 



no-brainer. If you treat the mother during pregnancy, these long-term risks for the unborn 
child are completely preventable,” he said. 

 
Lobbying government 
Louw said that alongside training clinicians, his second but equally important focus is to 

lobby government to do more about iron deficiency awareness at community level. 
Awareness starts with education and effective communication. He is encouraging provincial 
and national government to get on board, and to adopt strategies at community healthcare 

level that focus on testing and treatment. 
 
“It will make such a huge difference, for a relatively small cost,” he said. 

 
“But the results will be far-reaching. We’ll have a population of young people who are both 
intellectually and socially stronger, and who have a much greater chance at success. That’s 

what we need to build a better South Africa.” 
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