Thyroid diseases are among the most common of hormone disorders. World Thyroid Day on 25th May 2010 aimed to promote awareness and understanding of thyroid health, the advances made in treating thyroid diseases and to focus on the urgent need for education and prevention programs. The thyroid gland is butterfly-shaped and located in the middle of the lower neck. It produces hormones that influence every cell, tissue and organ in the body. The thyroid hormones regulate the body's metabolism which is the rate at which the body produces energy from nutrients and oxygen and thus affects critical body functions, such as energy level and heart rate. Diseases of the thyroid include thyroid cancer, thyroid overactivity and thyroid failure. Most thyroid diseases are more frequent in women.
Hyperthyroidism is when the gland produces too much thyroid hormone. Symptoms include irritability, nervousness, muscle weakness, unexplained weight loss, sleep disturbances, vision problems and eye irritation. Graves' disease is one type of hyperthyroidism in which the body produces antibodies against itself (an autoimmune disease) that stimulate the thyroid gland. The disease was named after Professor Robert Graves from Trinity College Dublin who first described three cases in 1834. Hypothyroidism is a condition where the thyroid gland does not produce enough thyroid hormone. This is the most common form of thyroid disease. Symptoms include fatigue, depression, forgetfulness, irregular menses and weight gain. Treatment for hypothyroidism is a synthetic form of thyroid hormone called "levothyroxine." It is estimated that up to one million people in the UK are on thyroid hormone replacement (levothyroxine).

Thyroid hormones contain iodine, which is essential for their production. Normally iodine is provided in food, particularly fish. Iodine is found in the soil from which crops grow and on which cows graze to produce milk, all of which contain iodine in small quantities. The iodine comes from the rain that falls on the soil, and this in turn comes from the water that evaporates from the sea to form rain.  In parts of the world far away from the sea the soil is likely to have low levels of iodine. Too little iodine in the diet may cause difficulty in making thyroid hormones and the World Health Organisation has estimated that two billion people, including 285 million school-age children still have iodine deficiency. This has significant effects on growth and development in children and is the most common cause of preventable brain damage worldwide. Even when there is only mild iodine deficiency it is thought that this may lead to reduced intelligence. 

Despite the frequency of rainfall in the UK it was historically recognised to be iodine deficient. A thyroid swelling or goitre which occurs more frequently in iodine-deficient populations was a common finding in certain areas from the South West of England northwards into the Peak District (the origin of the term “Derbyshire neck”). Since the 1940s significant changes in farming practice in the UK were associated with increased iodine fortification of milk and dairy produce. In addition, successive UK governments from the 1940s encouraged increased milk consumption in schoolchildren. By the 1980s this “accidental public health triumph” resulted in the iodine content of milk alone being almost sufficient to meet the recommended daily requirement of 150µg per day. Recently concern has again been expressed about the UK iodine status. Salt is still not routinely iodised in the UK as it is in other European countries. The British Thyroid Association supported by the Clinical Endocrinology Trust has just completed a survey of the iodine status of the current UK population which suggests that we are again iodine deficient. These studies have focused on young women of child-bearing age as they are the most susceptible group to the adverse effects of iodine deficiency. If the UK is again iodine deficient then the significant public health impact of these findings needs to be addressed. 

Further information on thyroid disease is available from the patient support group the British Thyroid Foundation www.btf-thyroid.org and the British Thyroid Association www.british-thyroid-association.org
