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Abstract Dietary strategies to reduce chronic iron deficiency anemia are still lacking for the rural poor in most developing countries. This study of 60 households (30 irrigated zone, 30 rainfed zone) in northern Afghanistan emphasized women’s seasonal food consumption and the relationships between household capacities and consumption. In both zones, iron-rich foods and foods affecting iron bioavailability were consumed in summer and winter diets. Households in the irrigated zone had more capacity for cultivation, food preservation and social networking in addition to owning more total livestock and food animals. Rainfed zone households scored higher on food preservation knowledge. Iron-rich food consumption was strongly associated with social networking and food preservation capacities, but weakly with socioeconomic proxies. Social networking showed no relationships to socioeconomic proxies. Agroecozone, social customs and food combinaE. J. Levitt Division of Nutritional Sciences, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853, USA R. J. Stoltzfus Division of Nutritional Sciences, Cornell University, 120 Savage Hall, Ithaca, NY 14853, USA D. L. Pelletier Division of Nutritional Sciences, Cornell University, 212 Savage Hall, Ithaca, NY 14853, USA A. N. Pell (*) Cornell International Institute for Food, Agriculture & Development, College of Agriculture & Life Sciences, Cornell University, 115 Day Hall, Ithaca, NY 14853, USA e-mail: [email protected]



tions should be considered in the design of health and food security programs to reduce anemia risk. Keywords Afghanistan . Women . Anemia . Iron . Food . Social network



Introduction Iron deficiency is the most prevalent form of malnutrition worldwide affecting over two billion people, particularly women and children (Gillespie 1998; Mason et al. 2001). However, despite the widely acknowledged relationships between iron deficiency anemia (IDA) and impaired cognitive development and increased risk of maternal mortality (Black et al. 2008; Walker et al. 2007), long-term solutions to increase iron intake are still lacking in developing countries (Ruel 2001; Kennedy et al. 2003; Underwood and Smitasiri 1999). Programs to reduce malaria, helminth infection, postpartum hemorrhage and other health conditions linked to anemia and iron loss have been included in global health initiatives. In a recent review, Ruel (2001) evaluated various food-based strategies with potential to improve iron nutrition (e.g. diet modification, fermentation, germination, soaking, use of iron cookware) and concluded that rigorous studies are still needed to determine the impacts of these practices on iron status. Plant breeding initiatives to increase the iron content of grains is a promising food-based strategy to reduce iron deficiency anemia although more time and resources are needed before wide-scale adoption is feasible (Haas et al. 2005; HarvestPlus 2007; Kennedy and Bouis 1993). Additional research and action to provide adequate iron from locally available foods are also urgently needed (Ruel 2001). The food system is a complex network of processes that links agriculture and health (Sobal 2004). These processes
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include food production, processing, distribution, acquisition, preparation, allocation, preservation, storage and consumption. Country contexts determine which processes are most suitable for intervention to alleviate iron deficiency. Fortification of staple foods and meat consumption can reduce iron deficiency in populations that have regular physical and economic access to these foods (Neumann et al. 2003; Underwood and Smitasiri 1999). However, in developing nations, regular consumption of meat and purchased fortified foods often is prohibitively expensive for the rural poor. Three quarters of the world’s undernourished people live in rural areas (Diouf 2005). In Afghanistan, 80% of the population is rural and only 2% of rural households purchase processed wheat, the country’s staple grain (Ministry of Public Health et al. 2005). Some data on undernutrition are available for Afghanistan, yet underlying causes related to diet have not been systematically studied. A national survey reported that 21% of women are chronically undernourished (Body Mass Index 
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