
 

 

 
 

Camden universal free vitamin D supplement scheme 
Staff Update  

 
In Camden all pregnant women, new mothers and children under 4 years can obtain free vitamin D 
supplements in the form of Healthy Start maternal vitamins and children’s vitamin drops regardless of income.  
 
The maternal vitamins can also be obtained by those who are planning a pregnancy and contain the 
recommended amount of folic acid as well as vitamin D.  After birth, all mothers can continue to receive free 
vitamin D supplements for up to a year.  Free vitamin D supplements are available for all children under four 
and are currently licenced from four weeks of age.   
 
Why free vitamin D supplements are being made available 
 
There has been an increase in vitamin D deficiency and rickets in children in recent years. Vitamin D helps the 
body to absorb calcium and is therefore essential for bone health and strong teeth. Low levels of vitamin D in 
babies and children can lead to rickets where the bones cannot support the body weight, resulting in bowed 
legs or knock knees.  Symptoms of low levels of vitamin D deficiency may include bone or muscle pain, poor 
growth, weak or delayed growth of teeth or delayed walking.  Severe vitamin D deficiency can result in low 
levels of calcium in the blood, which may also cause muscle cramps, seizures, breathing difficulties and heart 
failure in rare cases. 
 
Supplementation in pregnancy can help to ensure that a mother’s own needs for vitamin D are met and she 
has sufficient vitamin D to pass onto her developing baby. This will also help ensure that her baby is born with 
enough stores of vitamin D for the first few months of life. When pregnant women don’t get enough vitamin D 
their children can be more at risk of vitamin D deficiency.  
 
Source of vitamin D 
 
Unlike other vitamins which are available from dietary intake, less than 10% of vitamin D requirements are 
met through the diet.  The main source of vitamin D is from the action of sunlight on skin.  However, in 
countries in the northern hemisphere at latitudes above 37 degrees north, such as the UK, UVB radiation is not 
sufficient for sunlight- induced vitamin D synthesis to be effective in the winter months (October to March).  
The whole UK population is therefore potentially at risk of low vitamin D status due to living in a country with 
limited sunlight and spending much of our time indoors. New recommendations are now advising 
supplementation may be required during the winter months and certain groups at greater risk may require 
supplementation throughout the year.   
 
Recommendations 
 
In July 2016, Public Health England updated advice based on recommendations from the Scientific Advisory 
Committee on Nutrition (SACN) following its review of vitamin D and Health.   
 
It is now recommended that as a precaution, babies from birth up to one year of age be given a supplement of 
8.5 to 10 micrograms (340 – 400 units, IU) vitamin D per day and children aged 1-4 years should be given a 
supplement of 10 micrograms (400 units, IU)/day.  There are also recommendations for those over 4 years of 
age – adults which are in the section below covering advice for the general population. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In Camden, Healthy Start children’s vitamin drops are available for all babies.  Formula milk contains vitamin 
D and formula feeding babies might be advised to wait and not be given Healthy Start vitamin drops unless 
they are taking less than 500ml formula feed/day. This advice should ONLY be given after the health 
professional has made an assessment and is assured that the baby is likely to be vitamin D replete (e.g. such as 
by the mother having taken regular vitamin D supplementation during pregnancy, and not being from a 
particularly at risk group). 
  
The following risk factors can be taken into account when making an assessment. 

 Seldom outdoors or uses sunscreen 

 Habitually wears clothing that covers most of the skin when outdoors 

 Darker skin – e.g. African, Caribbean, South Asian or middle Eastern 

 Pre-pregnancy BMI above 30kg/m2 

 Gestational diabetes 

 Pregnancies close together or multiples 

The National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) and the Department of Health recommend that 
pregnant women and breastfeeding women take a vitamin D supplement of 10 micrograms (or 400 units, IU) 
throughout the year and that health professionals inform all pregnant and breastfeeding women about the 
importance of this for their health and the future health of their baby.  This is especially important if the above 
risk factors apply. Overweight women may have low vitamin D status as excess adipose tissue may hold 
vitamin D which is a fat soluble vitamin, making it less available for use in the body.   
 
If a mother is breastfeeding, it is important not to promote infant formula as a source of vitamin D so this is 
not introduced unnecessarily as this may impact on her milk supply and the ability to continue breastfeeding 
for as long as she wishes to.  Breastfeeding can positively impact on the long and short term health of mothers 
and babies and so Camden is investing in initiatives to protect and support breastfeeding.  It is therefore 
helpful to emphasise that the potential risk of vitamin D deficiency is related to a lack of sunshine causing low 
levels to be passed onto the developing baby resulting in lower stores at birth. These stores protect the baby 
from deficiency in the first few months as they are not expected to get vitamin D from breastmilk.  Vitamin D is 
primarily obtained from the action of sunlight on the skin, and breast milk or the diet as the babies and 
children get older does not provide a sufficient amount. 
 
 

Please note that the guidelines presented below have been agreed for 
Camden, taking into account the high proportion of the population that are 
potentially at risk of vitamin D deficiency and may therefore differ in parts 
from national guidelines.  
 
 The universal vitamin D supplement scheme in Camden makes ‘Healthy 
Start’ supplements available free to all pregnant women, new mothers up to 
a year and children from 4 weeks until their fourth birthday. They are also 
available to those planning a pregnancy. They are not restricted to 
beneficiaries of the Healthy Start scheme in Camden.   
 
As Healthy Start supplements contain other vitamins apart from vitamin D, 
some guidelines may be different from the SACN recommendations as these 
take into account vitamin D requirements only. 



 

 

 
In Camden, all women (whether breastfeeding or bottle feeding) can continue to obtain free vitamin D 
supplements until their child is a year old.  This is in order to help protect their bone health and enable them 
to build up stores of vitamin D (and meet the recommendations for folic acid) for possible future pregnancies. 
 
Why Healthy Start vitamins? 
The free vitamin supplements available through the universal scheme are the Healthy Start maternal vitamin 
tablets and children’s vitamin drops.  These have been available in the UK to eligible families on benefits or 
low income since 2006.  However, low income is not the only predictor of vitamin D deficiency and therefore 
many people who are not eligible for Healthy Start will also be at risk of vitamin D deficiency.  Therefore in 
Camden these vitamins are made available universally to pregnant women, new mothers and children from 1 
month to 4 years of age. 
 
Healthy Start maternal vitamins     Healthy Start Children’s drops 
Vitamin D 10mcg (400 units, IU)   Vitamin D  7.5mcg (300 units, IU) 
Folic Acid  400mcg     Vitamin A 233mcg 
Vitamin C  70mg      Vitamin C 20mg 
 
The supplements also contain other vitamins.  The Healthy Start children’s vitamin drops contain vitamins A 
and C which are needed for healthy growth, development and immune function. The maternal vitamin tablets 
contain folic acid for the prevention of neural tube defects and vitamin C which aids the absorption of iron. 
 
Currently the amount of vitamin D in the Healthy Start Children’s drops is 7.5micrograms (300units, IU) which 
is lower than the recently updated recommendation of 8.5-10 (340-400units, IU) micrograms for infants in the 
first year of life.  However, as this is a precautionary measure, 7.5 micrograms is still an appropriate and 
effective dose to continue using.  A reformulated product containing 10 micrograms (400 units, IU) is 
currently being developed by the Department of Health, but this requires a long testing process to ensure it is 
safe for babies and will not be available before September 2018.  Unlike the current product the reformulated 
product will be suitable from birth.  Other over the counter supplements currently available either contain a 
lower dose than Healthy Start supplements, are not suitable for young babies, contain added ingredients such 
as peanut oil or are prohibitively expensive.  Prescribed vitamins such as Abidec and Dalivit contain only 5 
micrograms (200 units, IU) of vitamin D in the doses for infants <12 months of age.  
 
Taking into account the scope of the terms of the current licence, the Healthy Start children’s drops should not 
be given from birth to four weeks except upon recommendation by a clinician. 
 
Vitamin drops can be given on a sterilised spoon. Vitamin drops should not be given to breastfed babies via a 
bottle with water or flavoured drinks or on a dummy.  
 
It is important that other supplements are not taken at the same time as Healthy Start supplements.  
The women’s tablets also contain folic acid, so it is not necessary to take folic acid or other pregnancy 
supplements separately.  Parents can be advised that the maternal vitamins and children’s vitamin drops 
contain all the recommended vitamins where there is evidence that supplementation is effective and the 
required amounts may be difficult to meet through diet alone.  All other vitamins can be obtained from a 
balanced diet (apart from vitamin D as discussed). 
 
Please note that if a family may be eligible for the national Healthy Start scheme, it is important that they apply 
for the scheme if they haven’t done so even though the vitamin D supplements are available universally in 
Camden.  This is because Healthy Start recipients also receive food vouchers and other benefits.  The 
application form needs to be signed by a Health professional but eligibility does not need to be ascertained in 
advance of the application.  Reimbursement for the vitamins given to Healthy Start recipients in Camden will 
be made by the Department of Health which helps fund the continuation of the universal scheme.   



 

 

 
Where can vitamins be collected from? 
 
The free Healthy Start supplements can be obtained from any of the following sites: 
 
1a Children’s Centre, 1a Rosebery Avenue, EC1R 4SR    Tel: 020 7974 7024 
 
Agar Children’s Centre, Lulworth, Wrotham Road, NW1 9SU   Tel: 020 7974 4789 
 
Harmood Children’s Centre, 1 Forge Place, NW1 8DQ    Tel: 020 7974 8961 
 
Kilburn Grange Children’s Centre, 1 Palmerston Road, NW6 2JL   Tel: 020 7974 5089 
 
Regents Park Children’s Centre, Augustus Street, NW1 3TJ   Tel: 020 7974 4753 
 
Belsize Priory Health Centre, 208 Belsize Road, NW6 4DX   Tel: 020 3317 5800 
 
Gospel Oak Health Centre, 5 Lismore Circus, NW5 4QF    Tel: 020 3317 3800 
 
Hunter Street Health Centre, 8 Hunter Street, WC1N 1BN   Tel: 020 3317 2345 
 
Please note that Healthy Start vitamins cannot be prescribed.  If a parent is unable to access Healthy Start  
children’s vitamin drops from the distribution sites for any reason and they are prescribed or buy an 
alternative supplement containing vitamin D, the guidelines for use will be different from the Healthy Start 
vitamins.  Other vitamin supplements may not be suitable for formula fed babies as they may contain higher 
levels of vitamins A or D than the healthy start vitamins and there is a risk that the safe upper limit of intake is 
exceeded.  Many parents who choose to formula feed buy follow-on formula or growing up and toddler milks 
because the advertising suggests they contain needed vitamins and minerals.  It is important to inform parents 
that these formulas are not necessary or recommended.  Only first stage infant formula should be given for 12 
months, after which cows milk can be used as part of the diet. 
 
Advice for the general population 
 
The universal free vitamin scheme is aimed at pregnant women, mothers with children under one and all 
children under four years of age. The majority of people over 4 years of age will probably obtain sufficient 
vitamin D from sunlight when they are outdoors between April and September alongside foods that naturally 
contain or are fortified with vitamin D.  As such they might choose only to take a vitamin D supplement during 
the winter months.   
 
The amount of time needed in the sun to make enough vitamin D is different for every person.  Most people 
can make enough vitamin D from being out in the sun daily for short periods (5-15 minutes depending on skin 
type) with their forearms, hands or lower legs uncovered and without sunscreen from late March or early 
April to the end of September, especially from 11am to 3pm. 
 
After this period of time it is important to apply sunscreen as usual and carefully avoid sunburn. Sunbathing is 
not necessary and the amount of sun needed to make enough vitamin D is less than the amount that causes 
tanning or burning.  Cancer Research issued a position statement in 2011 stating that ‘enjoying the sun safely, 
while taking care not to burn, can help provide the benefits of vitamin D without unduly raising the risk of skin 
cancer’. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
From October to March it may be difficult to get enough vitamin D as sunlight will no longer be an effective 
source and diet is an inadequate source. Some foods that contain vitamin D are oily fish, red meat, eggs and 
fortified food such as fat spreads and breakfast cereals.  However, it would be impossible to eat the large 
quantities of these foods that would be required to get adequate vitamin D.  (N.B. pregnant women should not 
eat more than two portions of oily fish a week where each portion is 140g).  Therefore, everyone should 
consider taking a daily supplement containing 10micrograms (400units, IU) of vitamin D in the winter 
months.   
 
The recommendations from Public Health England state that people with very little or no sunshine exposure 
should take a daily supplement throughout the year containing 10micrograms (400 units, IU).  E.g. those who 
are seldom outdoors, frail or housebound, in care homes, or habitually wearing concealing clothing outdoors 
 
Minority ethnic groups should consider taking a daily supplement of 10micrograms (400 units, IU) throughout 
the year as those with darker skin need longer exposure to the sun to make vitamin D. Suitable supplements 
can be obtained from local pharmacies. 
 
Contact:  For any enquires related to this guidance, please email smita.hanciles@nhs.net 
  

mailto:smita.hanciles@nhs.net
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