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Peru: A Solution to Vitamin A Deficiency and a Vision for the Future

Peru is a country located on the western edge of South America, home to 32,600,249 individuals as of 2024. The country is female dominant with 16,647,693 females and 15,952,556 males. A majority of Peru’s population lives within urban areas, that being 72% while the remaining 28% live in rural locations. Peru’s government is a presidential republic, where a president is head of state and head of government, elected by the people. The current president of Peru is Dina Ercilia Boluarte Zegarra and serves the country in a 5-year term (The World Factbook). About one fifth of Peru’s land is used for agricultural purposes. Of the land in Peru, 3.1% is arable, 1.8 % is used for permanent crops, and 14.2% of land is used as permanent pasture for grazing animals. Peru’s main crops include potatoes, rice, milk, cassava, and a variety of fruits. Major exports out of Peru are refined petroleum, copper, and grapes. The average Peruvian farm size is less than 10 hectares (30 acres) per farm, out of the eight million commercial crop hectares in Peru. As of 2024, the average farm size in the United States was 446 acres (Lacy). Peruvian farms are substantially smaller than farms in the United States. The climate and geography of the land in Peru are considerable factors in the country’s agricultural practices. Peru is located in between Chile and Ecuador, along the Pacific Ocean. The climate ranges in different regions. The east has tropical conditions, the west is hot and dry, and with freezing temperatures in the Andes Mountains. 

A typical family in Peru often consists of three or more children and multiple relatives living together. Peru’s housing is mostly made up of traditional structures constructed from adobe bricks, straw, wood, and clay tiles. Houses and apartments in the urban parts of Peru include more modern architecture, but they come at a higher price. A common family diet contains starches, chicken, and vegetables. Guinea pig is a common source of protein, as they can be raised in most households in a short amount of time. The foods that Peruvians rely on vary depending on altitude or growing climate. Most food is sourced by farming and the proximity to the ocean which allows for fresh seafood. As of 2022, about 16 million Peruvians were considered relatively food insecure, and one out of five people were considered severely food insecure, meaning they could go days without food at all (Chaparro).

Health, employment, migration, and water are all issues in Peru that affect typical families, but more so rural families. A large amount of Peru’s rural areas do not have access to clean water and waste disposal, leading to other issues. Many rural communities rely on radios as a form of communication due to limited electricity, infrastructure, and transportation. Urban areas struggle less with these concerns, but are not completely unaffected. 

Typical Peruvian jobs consist of agricultural work, mining, and manufacturing. Peruvian money is recorded in Peruvian sol (PEN), but compared to the United States dollar (USD), 1 PEN is equal to 0.27 USD. In urban locations a typical monthly Peruvian salary could be anywhere from 600 USD upwards, depending on the job. Most monthly salaries range from 500 USD to 800 USD, some earning less and some earning more. Peru’s government has set in place a minimum wage of around 300 USD per month for employed individuals (The average salary in Peru). Healthcare in Peru is severely lacking due to a shortage of medical professionals, causing 10% to 20% of individuals to be excluded from receiving healthcare. The government has allotted 332 USD per person for those who live in poverty as a way to make healthcare more affordable, but those in poverty still have a hard time covering the cost. EsSalud is a tax funded healthcare system that is a less expensive option of coverage than Seguro Integral de Salud, a government funded comprehensive health insurance for extremely poor Peruvians. In Peru there are around seven million school-aged children. The Ministry of Education (MINEDU) in Peru has made public schooling free of charge for families. Private schooling is an alternative option with more extensive qualities, but it comes with fees that not all families can afford. 

Malnutrition is a major problem in Peru. It has a negative effect on a large portion of the population. Due to the Peruvian climate making some foods less accessible and causing inefficiencies within diets, individuals’s health takes a toll. Vitamin A deficiency (VAD) is an issue affecting youth, leading to risk of further disease and loss of vision. VAD occurs when intake of vitamin A is excluded or lacking in the diet. Peruvians consume large amounts of starch and protein, but lack nutrient rich fruits and vegetables that would make up for vitamin A consumption. Peru grows and exports a substantial amount of fruits like grapes and vegetables like asparagus, but fails to incorporate those foods into their everyday meals. VAD is more common in rural areas due to families in poverty that cannot provide their children with essential nutrients, but a higher percentage of children are affected in urban areas. A deficiency of vitamin A not only is unhealthy for young children, but it can also stunt growth and impact cognitive development. 

Vitamin A deficiency has a negative effect on vision and development. In Peru, 12% of children aged five and under are impacted by VAD (Ribaudo et al.). Children under five years of age make up about 10% of Peru’s population, meaning that almost 400,000 children are affected by a deficiency of vitamin A. Major side effects of VAD are dry corneas and potential blindness. A lack of this key nutrient can cause severe vision loss from a young age up to adulthood. The human eye needs to make precise pigments in order to see the complete light spectrum. A body with insufficient vitamin A production will lack pigmentation, causing night blindness to occur. Vitamin A also helps the retinas and corneas of the eye retain moisture to keep them properly functioning (What is vitamin A deficiency?). A quarter of a million to half a million children are affected by VAD worldwide each year. Out of those children, around half die soon after losing vision. 

A deficiency of vitamin A not only poses children a serious threat of vision loss, but can also impact the health of women in a reproductive state. Inadequate intake of vitamin A can lead to night blindness in women and affect the child they are carrying. Harm to the immune system and significant developmental stages of the child in the womb may occur due to VAD, resulting in maternal or pregnancy-related death. If not taken seriously, vitamin A deficiency can lead to impaired vision and, in some cases, death.

Organizations such as Peruvian PANFAR and PACFO are or have been in place and are designed to help mothers and children get the vitamin A intake they need. These two groups addressed the issue by setting up a basket delivery system that provided food and fortified items to families in high poverty areas. PANFAR was not proven to be effective nor supply enough micronutrients to recipients. However, PACFO recipients had an increase in their diet and vitamin A intake, but the data was not shown in return in other information gathering evidence.

Three possible solutions for Peru are the incorporation of nutrient rich fruits and vegetables into schools, diversifying diets through raising awareness, and fortification of food. These options provide Peru with sustainable and realistic goals to help the country improve their nutritional practices. While incorporating healthy foods into schools may be a costly option, the benefits of nutrition are worth the cost. Introducing a variety of foods to families' diets would maintain nutritional assets. Food fortification could add nutrients into foods that the country already supplies. Peru can succeed by utilizing their resources and providing the people with healthier options. 

The incorporation of nutrient rich foods into school diets could positively impact Peruvian children. The country currently exports around 200 million pounds of asparagus per year. Asparagus is rich in nutrients, especially vitamin A. Peru could benefit from reducing exports slightly and feeding asparagus to school aged children and more of the population to increase health. Consumption of the right amount of asparagus will help to protect the eyes, reduce the risk of further disease, and lower the chances of blindness in children. A negative effect of this solution would be a potential decrease in country income and trade due to limiting asparagus exports. While Peru’s asparagus exports would be somewhat decreased, an opportunity would be provided to families and children that do not typically have access to healthy foods. 

Additionally, golden berries could be substituted into Peruvian school lunches. Golden berries are a vitamin A rich fruit that includes other vital nutrients as well. The berry is a part of the nightshade family, and whether the climate is hot and dry or warm and tropical, the berry bushes will survive. Golden berries can boost immune support, help with vision, and help to strengthen bones. They are similar in size to a cherry tomato and have a sweet taste close to pineapple. The golden berry is a fruit that could be grown in a majority of Peru, ultimately benefiting a large portion of the population. 

Asparagus and golden berry incorporation is an easy solution to the vitamin A deficiency issue in Peru. Asparagus or golden berries could be offered as a snack or side dish in school lunches. The best way to include these nutritious foods in school-aged children’s diets is by growing them near the schools. Growing the foods in proximity to the schools will help with accessibility and increase the likelihood of consumption. With government funding and assuming an authority figure, this solution could prosper.

Diversification within Peruvian diets could add nutritious factors and assist in creating a healthier population. Now, this solution might not reach all the Peruvian population or be quite as effective as incorporating vitamin A into school diets, but it could help some. Encouraging communities to expand their diet to include vitamin rich foods would benefit health. Promoting healthy foods like fish, eggs, sweet potatoes, green vegetables, etc. for consumption could ensure that individuals understand why receiving the key components of a balanced diet is important to development and growth. This could be carried out through the use of educational presentations in community locations, placing clean, accessible food stands in towns, or supporting neighborhood gardens.

Fortification of existing foods in Peru could help the country maintain health. Inserting minerals and vitamins into foods to increase nutritional value, also known as food fortification, is a process that would benefit Peru. This is a cost-effective strategy that also creates a sustainable solution to address VAD. A study taken from a Nigerian preschool showed that vitamin A biofortified yellow cassava helped to increase young children's vitamin A consumption. In Peru, cassava is already a commonly grown crop. Biofortified yellow cassava has many health benefits that white cassava does not. The body is able to convert provitamin A carotenoids found in yellow cassava, which are made by breeding a yellow flesh color to a variety of cassava, into vitamin A (New study shows eating biofortified cassava improves vitamin A status in Nigerian children - harvestplus).

An organization similar to the World Food Programme (WFP) would be beneficial to help fight VAD. WFP believes that food simply isn’t the answer, but nutritional value is key. The inclusion of asparagus and golden berries are the most sustainable solution to those deficient in vitamin A. To be able to thrive, a population needs sufficient nutrients in their diet. Organizations can help regulate the production of these foods to ensure healthier options are available. The government can also provide support to those farming and growing the golden berries or asparagus. A majority of the schools in Peru are government funded, so the government can make sure that these foods are introduced to young children. A policy ensuring healthy school lunches would need to be in place for this to work in the long run. Without a program like this, the children would continue to consume the foods that are lacking the nutritional content that they need. This project can be sustainable if the correct components are consistent. If these crops have a steady growing season and environment, they will be likely to succeed. 

Peru is a South American country in need of a solution to their malnutrition problem. They have a well rounded education system, but an insufficient health insurance program. Around half of the country is living in poverty. The country has almost 400,000 youth suffering from vitamin A deficiency. A major concern is blindness after the deficiency occurs. A feasible solution to this problem is the introduction of vitamin A rich foods into the school diet. An option like healthy foods incorporated into schools would provide Peruvians a start to attaining a thriving population. Peruvian children deserve a chance at grasping their future possibilities, without vision impairment holding them back.
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