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Iron is a mineral. When we eat plants and animals we get it in two main forms: as non-haem and haem iron. Dairy foods,
egdds and plants have non-haem iron only; good sources are nuts, legumes and dried fruits. Lean red meat, poultry, and fish
are good sources of haem iron but also have non-haem. We sometimes add iron to foods like yeast spreads and breakfast
cereals.

Summary

Human bodies can't absorb (take in) non-haem iron nearly as well as haem iron. Some substances (like Vitamin ) can help
us absorb non-haem iron, while others make it harder.

We need iron to help blood carry oxygen round our bodies and give us energy. It also helps make chemical messengers like
hormones and the neurotransmitters in our nerves. We need a lot when we're growing. If we don't eat enough iron we can
feel tired, det sick, and look pale.

What is it?

Iron is the fourth most common mineral element in the earth's crust. It's also in the bodies of plants and animals. In animal
meats, just under half its iron is there as *haem iron” (in blood) and the rest as “non-haem iron” (found in plants). The iron
in dairy, edds, and edible plants is only there as non-haem iron. Sadly, our bodies can't absorb non-haem iron from foods
nearly as well as haem iron.

What foods do we get it from?

Lean red animal meats, liver, poultry and seafood are good sources of haem iron. There's a good amount of non-haem

iron in fortified breakfast cereals (to which iron has been added), many dried fruits, nuts, legumes and other veggies, and
spreads like marmite/vedemite. People eating only the less absorbable non-haem iron need to make sure they get enough
to meet their iron needs.

Can other substances affect how much iron we get?

Vitamin C helps us to absorb non-haem iron from food in our dut if it's eaten at the same time: try a kiwifruit or some
fresh orande juice with your cereal. Haem iron also helps with absorbing non-haem iron - suggesting there might be
something to old idea of “meat and two ved”. A number of substances

including tannins (which give us the bitter taste in tea and coffes),

oxalates (found in spinach and chocolate) and phytates (found in some

legumes and grains) interfere with non-haem absorption, so eating a

varied diet will help to balance out their effects. , <
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Why do we need it?

We need iron to help make haemoglobin and myoglobin - the proteins that help carry
oxyden in our blood and to our muscles. Iron helps us to det enerdy from our food.
We also use it to make certain neurotransmitters (chemical messengers in the brain)
and hormones. And our immune system needs it. People who are active or growing
fast like infants, children, teenagers and athletes - or losing blood like teenage girls
and women of childbearing age - need more iron.

What happens if we have too much or too little?

Too little iron (deficiency) isn't common in NZ. Adolescent dirls are most at risk. Someone with a deficiency could
feel tired, look pale, feel puffed, or get more infections. Anaemia (a lack of red blood cells or haemoglobin) has these
symptoms. We're unlikely to get too much iron unless we'e taking high doses of iron supplements or have a genetic
condition (haemochromatosis) that causes it to build up. A bit too much might upset our stomach and make us feel
sick, but too much over a long time could damage someone’s heart or liver.
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Funky fact

About 0.000% of an 80-kg adult’s bodyweight is iron: that's about 4 ¢ or enough to make 3 or 4 nails.
We store about half the iron in our bodies in our liver.

How does the iron content of some common foods compare?

Food - and serve size Iron (mg/100 g or Iron (mg/ per serve)
(haem iron sources shaded orange) 100 mL)

100 ¢ fried ox liver 172 172
Beef fillet - 100 g scotch fillet 46 46
Greenshell mussels - 6 boiled mussels 4] 3
Kahawai, baked - 1 cup (144 ¢) 21 3l
107d drilled chicken breast 19 20
Lamb chop - 32 ¢ fried 19 06
Marmite yeast spread - 1 teaspoon 49 24
Fortified cereal like Special K or Cornflakes - 1 cup 12 48
Vedemite yeast spread - 1 teaspoon 20 0l
Firm tofu - 100 ¢ stir fried 25 26
Chickpeas in brine - 213 ¢ (1 cup) 14 29
Dried figs - 1 fig 14 02
Tinned baked beans -300 g tin 12 36
Bok choy, raw -1 cup 0.1 05
Boiled potato - 1small potato 04 03
Golden kiwifruit - larde (83 ¢) 03 02
Freshly squeezed orange juice - 200 mL dass 03 08

A milligram is one thousandth of a gram (g). Source: The Concise New Zealand Food Tables, 12th ed. 2016 (2017). A normal person absorbs about
20% to 30% of the haem iron, and 5% to 12% of the non-haem iron present in their food.
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The NZ Nutrition Foundation recommends a daily dietary intake (RDI)
of iron of 8 mg for 9 to 18 year olds and adult men. Babies, teenagers
and athletes need more. Teen girls and women of childbearing age

need 10 to 19 mg and pregnant women need 27 mg. Manufacturers

use a RDI value of 12 mg to calculate the %RDI values shown on

packaging.
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