
 
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 
Petition Number: PE1259
 
Main Petitioner: Ryan McLaughlin 
  
Subject: Guidelines on vitamin D supplements 
 
Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to produce new 
guidelines on vitamin D supplementation for children and pregnant women and 
to run an awareness campaign to ensure that people know what level of vitamin 
D supplements they should be taking. 
 
Background 
 
Vitamin D is best known for being essential for maintaining healthy bones and a 
deficiency can lead to bones becoming brittle or misshapen (e.g. rickets in 
children). We obtain vitamin D from foods and through the action of sunlight on 
our skin. Few foods contain vitamin D but most people should be able to meet 
their requirements through a combination of diet and exposure to sunlight. 
 
However, according to the Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN): 
 

“[In] winter months at latitudes of about 52o and above (mainland UK 
lies between 50o-60oN), there is no ultraviolet light of the appropriate 
wavelength for the cutaneous synthesis of vitamin D. For the remaining 
months, more than half the effective UV radiation occurs between 
certain times (11:00 and 15:00 hours) and is lower in the north than the 
south.” (Pg 1, 2007, Update on Vitamin D) 

 
The SACN update highlights low levels of the vitamin in most age groups in the 
UK, especially older children, young adults and older people living in 
institutions. It also notes that levels are low in woman of childbearing age and 
that many women are likely to begin their pregnancy with low stores. Others at 
risk of deficiency include people with darker skin, those who cover up when they 
are outside and those who rarely get outside. 
 
In 1991, the COMA1 report defined recommended intakes for children under 4 
years, those aged 65+ years and woman who are pregnant or breastfeeding. 
Although this recommendation has been in place for some time, SACN noted 
concerns that “it is overlooked or not implemented by health professionals and 
the general public” (Pg3). There is no recommended intake for people aged 4-
64 years as it is assumed that the action of summer sunlight will be adequate. 
However, SACN note that within this population there may be some people at 
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higher risk who may also benefit from supplementation. In its conclusions SACN 
recommends: 
 

“A clear public health strategy and guidance on vitamin D 
supplementation is necessary to overcome poor understanding and 
advice among health professionals and at risk groups of the population.” 
(Pg 38) 

 
Vitamin D and Multiple Sclerosis 
 
In February 2009, researchers from Oxford University and Canada published 
research which suggests that vitamin D deficiency together with a specific gene 
variant may interact to increase the risk of Multiple Sclerosis. 
 
Previous epidemiological studies had found an association between vitamin D 
and MS but this study put forward a biological explanation for the association. 
 
The study’s authors suggest that vitamin D supplementation in pregnancy and 
childhood may reduce the risk of MS in later years. 
 
Scottish Government Action 
 
The NHS in Scotland provides all expectant mothers with the ‘Ready, Steady, 
Baby’ and ‘Ready, Steady, Toddler’ books. These publications contain the 
recommendation to supplement with vitamin D. Also, pregnant or breastfeeding 
woman who are on a low income can receive supplements for themselves and 
their children through the Healthy Start programme. 
 
In response to PQs (S3W–21460 and S3W-1747) the Scottish Government has 
said that it will consider the need for a public awareness campaign on vitamin D 
in light of the SACN’s position statement and the outcome of research 
commissioned by NHS Health Scotland. NHS Health Scotland has confirmed 
that the research is expected to be published in June 2009. 
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