
Vitamin D deficiency

Prevalence and health 
implications for the South Asian 

community in New Zealand

Pamela von Hurst  PhD

Institute of Food, Nutrition and Human Health

Massey University, Albany



Overview

ÂWhat is vitamin D?

ÂVitamin D and health

ÂThe Surya Study

ÂHealth implications for South Asian people



History

ÂCod-liver oil and sunshine 
found to prevent rickets 
(c.1913)

ÂVitamin D isolated and 
identified c.1940

ÂActive metabolite calcitriol 
discovered in 1963

ÂVitamin D subsequently 
established as important 
nutrient for bone health



Sources and metabolism

ÂDietary sources of vitamin D are 
minimal

ïRestricted to oily fish and fish oils, some 
fortified foods

ÂMain source is endogenously produced 
in skin exposed to UVB radiation

ÂSupplements available by prescription 
or over-the-counter





Vitamin D and health

ÂBone health

ïAbsorption of dietary calcium in small 
intestine

ïReabsorption of calcium in the kidney

ïControls balance between bone breakdown 
(resorption) and mineralisation

ÂMuscle strength and function



Vitamin D deficiency and bone

Â Infantile rickets
ïExclusively breast-fed infants at risk

ïRe-emerging in New Zealand and Australia

ïIncreased risk of infection co-exists

Â Osteomalacia in adolescents and adults
ïIdiopathic bone pain

ïSoft bones prone to bowing

ïKyphosis and scoliosis



ÂOsteoporosis

ïLoss of fully mineralised bone

ïAssociated with loss of oestrogen at 
menopause

ïAsymptomatic until fracture

ïSpine loses bone earlier than hip


