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Cow’s milk is the most important dietary source of iodine and it also contributes to dietary selenium intakes in many European coun-
tries, including the UK and Ireland(1–4). Iodine and selenium are necessary for the maintenance of thyroid hormone homeostasis and
have important roles in growth and development(5). While the UK and Ireland were historically thought to be iodine sufficient, emer-
ging evidence shows that many of the population are now iodine deficient(6,7). The aim of the present study was to investigate the effect
of season, milk fat class and pasteurisation on iodine and selenium concentrations in Northern Ireland (NI) milk.

Milk samples (unpasteurised, whole, semi-skimmed and skimmed) were collected from two large NI creameries between May 2013
and April 2014. Monthly samples of each milk type were analysed by inductively coupled plasma-mass spectrometry (ICP-MS) for
iodine and selenium content.

This study provides an updated assessment of iodine and selenium concentrations in NI produced cow’s milk. Season was found to
have an important determining effect on the iodine, but not the selenium, content of cow’s milk. The observed seasonal variation in
iodine is likely to reflect the change in animal feeding practices across seasons(8). Iodine and selenium concentrations in milk were not
affected by the milk fat class or by pasteurisation. The iodine and selenium concentrations reported in this study are higher than those
listed in food composition databases highlighting the need for further analysis to update these data(9). As cow’s milk is the main diet-
ary source of iodine in the UK and Ireland, the seasonal variation in the iodine content of milk is likely to impact iodine intake and
thus status across the year.
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Table 1. outlines the iodine and selenium concentrations according to milk fat class, stage of pasteurisation and season.

n Mean iodine concentration (μg/kg) SD P* Mean selenium concentration (μg/kg) SD P*

Milk Fat Class Skimmed 12 472·6 76·0 18·5 2·0
Semi-Skimmed 12 466·6 62·6 0·696 17·6 3·3 0·539
Whole 12 488·5 53·3 17·2 2·8

Pasteurisation Pasteurised{ 36 475·9 63·5 17·8 2·7
Unpasteurised{ 12 451·7 71·9 0·275 18·4 2·0 0·438

Season{ Winter 9 498·1a,b 30·6 <0·001 17·8 2·8 0·180
Spring 9 534·3a 53·7 18·8 2·4
Summer 9 437·4b,c 48·9 16·1 2·5
Autumn 9 433·6c 57·8 18·4 2·9

* P value for comparison between groups from independent t test or one-way ANOVA
{ Mean of skimmed, semi-skimmed and whole milk samples
{ Samples were collected pre-pasteurisation and pre-homogenisation
a,b,c values within a column with different superscript letters represent significance (P < 0·05).
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