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To all of our distinguished guests, thank you for joining us this evening for this celebration.  It is my great privilege to be here as we honor the 2001 laureate of the Danone International Prize for Nutrition.

Standing at the beginning of the 21st Century, we can look at the past 100 years and see the growing importance of nutrition in health.  The first half of the century was marked by the discovery of vitamins and minerals and new insights on the treatment of diseases caused by deficiency.  In the second half of the last century, the link between nutrition research and health promotion and disease prevention has grown stronger with new insights on the role of nutrition in preventing non communicable diseases that have emerged.  The significant and sustained progress we have made in implementing nutrition solutions to public health threats, occur thanks in large part of the vision, dedication and energy of people like Dr. Alfred Sommer, our 2001 laureate.

Before telling you more about the selection process and our award winner, I am pleased to extend my sincere appreciation to the organizers of the 17th International Congress of Nutrition for including the recognition of the Danone International Prize in Nutrition in the events of the Congress.  It is an honor to be a part of the Congress and the Congress provides a very valuable venue to recognize the work of Dr. Sommer.  A very special thank you to Dr. Elmadfa for his support and excellent work on behalf of the IUNS.

A word about the process to select the Prize winner, which has been modeled on the most prestigious scientific prizes in the world.  Approximately 650 experts in 57 countries are invited to nominate candidates, a process which began in September 2000.  From this process 100 nominees had the opportunity to submit their materials for consideration by the pre-selection committee.  The pre-selection committee had the task of examining about 50 candidates to narrow the pool to the top 10 candidates, who were then reviewed by a separate, independent jury.  At each step, recognized leaders in nutrition from around the world were involved with the review and selection process.  Many of you in this room were involved in the selection process—please accept my sincere appreciation for your contribution.  It has truly been an honor to work with you.

The prestige of the Prize derives from the quality and high caliber of scientists who have dedicated time and energy to the review and selection process.  It is my hope that by recognizing outstanding contributions in nutrition, this Prize will build the needed recognition of the importance of nutrition to improving public health worldwide.  Thank you sincerely for your dedication and I hope we can count on your contributions in the future. 

The laureate for the 2001 Danone International Prize in Nutrition is Dr. Alfred Sommer, Dean of the Bloomberg School of Public health at Johns Hopkins University and Professor of Ophthalmology.

   Dr. Sommer's work exemplifies leadership, commitment and the conviction to keep "pushing the envelope" to make changes that improve public health around the world.  Because of research like his work in vitamin A, we have a greater understanding of the vital role specific nutrients have in treating deficiencies, and the evidence needed to make changes in policy that touch lives and impact public health globally.  His team has intertwined research and policy to impact the lives of millions of children.

   His work started with a series of studies in Asia linking a full range of eye disorders in children, including night blindness, to vitamin A deficiency.  He then expanded his work to run parallel studies in Africa, where he and his team demonstrated that most measles-associated blindness in children was related to acute vitamin A deficiency.

   His most controversial work and most important insight was his finding that deficiency of just this one nutrient, vitamin A, dramatically increases death in children, particularly from their reduced resistance to infectious diseases, such as measles and diarrhea.  It took Dr. Sommer and his team of researchers nearly 10 years of research in communities worldwide to finally convince the broad scientific community and international policy makers that we needed to make a change.  His efforts are comparable to discovering a new vaccine to protect our most vulnerable populations.

   Dr. Sommer not only identified the problem, he had a solution.  He also was able to show that the life-threatening consequences of vitamin A deficiency could be effectively and affordably avoided through oral supplementation of vitamin A in high doses.  As a result, the World Development Report has declared vitamin A supplementation one of the most cost-effective of all health interventions -- for the control of a deficiency that is now recognized in the Declaration of the Rights of Children, as well as the World Food Summit’s Plan of Action.  And today, millions of children in developing countries are alive and healthy because of vitamin A supplementation.  It is exciting to see the these actions have led to additional investments from governments, non-government organizations and private foundations to address nutrition problems.

   And now, it's my great pleasure to introduce you to the 2001 laureate of the Danone International Prize for Nutrition, Dr. Alfred Sommer...

