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Our guide to the policy actions we support

This Advocacy Toolkit is a resource to empower you to advocate for the
improvements you want to see in breastfeeding protection, promotion and
support. 

The toolkit provides you with a handy summary of the global evidence for why
breastfeeding is important, what we know about breastfeeding rates in the UK and
Ireland and what can be done to improve things so that all families are enabled to
reach their feeding goals. 

The toolkit includes:

Advocate for Breastfeeding
The Breastival Advocacy Toolkit

“The success or failure of breastfeeding
should not be seen solely as the

responsibility of the woman. Her ability to
breastfeed is very much shaped by the

support and the environment in which she
lives. There is a broader responsibility of

governments and society to support
women through policies and programmes

in the community.” 
 

-Professor Amy Brown.
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What can I do?
Influencing Ideas to get you started

5 Minutes-
Register to Vote
Share a feeding photo on your social media
Talk to your friends and family about
breastfeeding

 

15 Minutes

30 minutes

More time

Post on social media about your
experience of feeding as part of
everyday life and what
breastfeeding means to you. Tag
your elected representatives.

Write a letter or email to your elected
representatives
Report a Code Violation
Write to your maternity service with
compliments or complaints about
the support you received

Volunteer
Speak out
Share Your experience

See Page 20 for more details 2
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Breastfeeding – A policy background

“If breastfeeding did not already exist, someone who
invented it today would deserve a dual Nobel Prize in
medicine and economics. For while ‘breast is normal' for
lifelong health, it is also excellent economics.
Breastfeeding is a child's first inoculation against death,
disease, and poverty, but also their most enduring
investment in physical, cognitive, and social capacity.” 

Keith Hansen, 2016,
 Lancet Breastfeeding Series

Why is breastfeeding important:

Breastfeeding is a fundamental public health issue because it promotes
health, prevents disease and helps contribute to reducing health
inequalities. We could go on for days about the wonder that is human milk
but here are our top picks:

1.  It’s perfect for babies
Human milk is nutritionally perfect for human babies. Not only that but it is
a living substance, a personalised medicine that actively supports babies
immune system, feeds baby’s’ unique microbiome. It contains human stem
cells. Without breastmilk the risk of stomach or respiratory infections is
increased, serious conditions like such as necrotising enterocolitis is
increased especially in babies born early. Sadly the risk of Sudden Infant
Death Syndrome (SIDS) is also higher in babies not receiving breastmilk.
There is also growing evidence that babies breastfed by mums with Covid-
19 receive valuable antibodies through breastmilk. New discoveries are
constantly being made about just how amazing human milk is for our
babies. It’s mysteries are only beginning to be understood  but we know
that it is a biologically active substance who’s full complexity cannot be
replicated in a lab and nothing else comes close.

 

i
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2. It’s great for Mum
Women who breastfeed are at less risk of developing a range of
conditions including diabetes, certain types of breast cancer, and ovarian
cancer. The biological mechanisms for this are becoming better
understood and it is clear that these differences are because of the
process of making milk and are not driven by lifestyle or socioeconomic
factors. In other words, making milk is good for our bodies. 

3. It’s good for the environment
Breastmilk is the ultimate sustainable food. It is a zero-waste product
with low carbon emissions and zero food miles. The more milk baby can
get straight from the source, the better for the planet. Let’s be clear
though – this isn’t about shaming families who choose to, or need to, use
formula. 

Simply telling women to breastfeed without investing at a societal level
to make breastfeeding the easiest choice lets us all down. The message
needs to be clear: it is governments’ responsibility to recognise the
positive contribution breastfeeding can make toward achieving
environmental goals, and the duty lies with governments to invest in
protecting, supporting, and promoting breastfeeding.  Properly
supporting breastfeeding is one of the best investments that a country
can make.

4. Most women want to breastfeed.
This sometimes gets lost when we talk about our low breastfeeding
rates, but the fact is that most women do choose to breastfeed. The
problem is that the vast majority do not reach their goals. The last infant
feeding survey carried out across the UK in 2010 found that 80% of
women stopped breastfeeding before they wanted to. The UK-wide
infant feeding survey was discontinued in 2010 which is why we don't
have more recent figures for the UK.
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5. Breastfeeding is normal.
A hundred years ago almost every baby was breastfed, and if a babies
Mum couldn’t provide milk, it was common for other women to feed the
baby. Just like we’d babysit for our pals, we’d feed their children too.
Communities used to understand the importance of human milk for
human babies. The skill of breastfeeding was learned through growing
up seeing other women feed their babies and shown by family and
friends in the community. Breastfeeding rates have declined
dramatically over the last century, mainly as a result of aggressive and
predatory marketing of infant formula.
Now breastfeeding rates have been low for decades and our community
understanding, knowledge and skills have largely been lost. It is
gradually being restored and rates are improving. Reversing the trend
has been a slow process and we are likely to fall far short of the WHOs
modest sustainable development goal of 50% of babies receiving human
milk by 6 months, unless more is done at a societal level, to protect and
support breastfeeding.

6. It’s good for the economy.
Breastfeeding is good for the economy, or to flip that, not investing in
supporting breastfeeding is bad for the economy. Not breastfeeding is
associated with economic losses of about $302 billion annually or 0·49%
of world gross national income.  Yes, you read that right, $302 billion,
every single year. These costs are mainly associated with ill health for
babies, more women getting cancer, and lower lifetime earnings for
adults who were not breastfed. Making positive changes will require
investment, but the cost of scaling up what works is cheap relative to
very large potential gains. It’s a smart investment to make in the health
and prosperity of the nation now and into the future.
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The World Health Organization recommends that babies be
breastfed until at least 2 years old. For the first six months
breastmilk is the only thing babies need. Solid food introduced
from six months alongside continuing to breastfeed for as long as
the mother and baby are happy to continue. 

Breastfeeding is accepted by the World Health Organisation as the
optimal method for infant feeding. It provides the foundation for a
healthy start in life and prevents disease in the short and long term
for both babies and their mothers. Yet, worldwide rates of
breastfeeding are low, particularly in high-income countries. For
example, the UK (<1%), Ireland (2%), and Denmark (3%) have some of
the lowest rates of breastfeeding at 12 months in the world

Northern Ireland had the lowest breastfeeding initiation rates
among UK countries: 64% compared to England 83%, Scotland 74%
and Wales 71%.
While 'any breastfeeding' at discharge has increased in recent
years, 'exclusive breastfeeding' at discharge has remained static. A
positive development in recent years in Northern Ireland is an
increase in exclusive breastfeeding at six months.

Within a policy context, there is strong support to improve
breastfeeding outcomes through the Northern Ireland
breastfeeding strategy (2014-2023). Several health ministers have
promised to take forward the legislation including Edwin Poots and
Michelle O’Neill. We hope the outcomes-based approach will
ensure progress is made and measured.

What’s the problem?
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Professor Victora, an author of the Lancet report stated that “The
stark reality is that in the absence of breastfeeding, the rich-poor
gap in child survival would be even wider. Our findings should
reassure policymakers that a rapid return on investment is realistic
and feasible and won’t need a generation to be realised.”

Northern Ireland has amongst the lowest breastfeeding initiation
rates in the world and around 1 in 10 babies here are exclusively
breastfed until they are 6 months old. This has huge implications
for outcomes for babies and mothers, costs to the health services as
well as to the environment.

In 2020, Breastival hosted a political panel and we received cross-
party support to bring forward legislation to protect, promote and
support breastfeeding. 

The political will is there so we need your support to help get
changes over the line.

[1] The Lancet (Jan 2016) - Breastfeeding in the 21st century: epidemiology, mechanisms, and lifelong effect -
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)01024-7/abstract

“Enabling mothers and babies to fulfill this period
of vital nurture is not a favor to women; it is a
contribution to the whole of society.”
― Gabrielle Palmer, The Politics of Breastfeeding
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Policy Actions
 

Breastival calls on everyone to help increase awareness and
advocacy around the following six policy actions:

1. Call on the NI Executive to recognise the benefits of
breastfeeding in improving the health and wellbeing of mothers
and babies; giving them the best opportunity to live healthier lives.

2.  Call on the Minister for Health to honour previous Executive
commitment to take forward legislation to promote, protect and
support breastfeeding Taking this legislation forward to strengthen
support for breastfeeding will help breastfeeding mothers to feed
in public and as a result will help normalise and promote
breastfeeding.

3.  Invest in supporting women who want to breastfeed by
addressing current and ongoing gaps in breastfeeding support.
We urgently need universal, high-quality, accessible, expert
breastfeeding support and additional support (practical and
financial) for marginalised families to improve the accessibility of
universal services. This should include improving the availability
and uptake of high-quality, unbiased, continuing professional
education for GPs, pediatricians, and pharmacists, as the health
care professionals often consulted by breastfeeding women.

4.  Call on the UK Government to fully adopt the International Code
of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes. 

5. Reinstate the Infant Feeding Survey to provide better estimates
on the incidence, prevalence, and duration of breastfeeding and
other feeding practices adopted by mothers in the first eight to 10
months after their baby was born.

6. Invest in the development of the milk bank to expand the
availability of donor milk across the island.
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NI Specific Policy Actions - The
Problem and The Solution

1. Recognising the benefits
The problem: There is no mention of breastfeeding in the NI
Executive’s work plan, the Programme for Government.
The Solution: Call on the NI Executive to recognise the benefits of
breastfeeding in improving the health and wellbeing of mothers
and babies; giving them the best opportunity to live healthier lives.

2. Call for legislation
The Problem: Breastfeeding mothers are not protected by specific
legislation but instead protected by the Sex Discrimination (NI)
Order 1976) where it states that it is sex discrimination to treat a
woman unfavourably because she is breastfeeding. However, in
Scotland breastfeeding is protected by the Breastfeeding etc.
(Scotland) Act 2005 under which it is an offence to stop someone in
a public place from feeding their child, if under two, with milk. The
legislation allows for fines for preventing breastfeeding in public
places.
The Solution: Mothers who breastfeed should be protected to do so
and not be discriminated against, which is why the Executive
should move forward with the legislation proposed in 2014 along
with an awareness-raising campaign. Doing this will help to
empower businesses and the general public to support
breastfeeding and help breastfeeding mothers to feel confident
feeding in public places and further normalise breastfeeding. 

It doesn’t have to be a bureaucratic nightmare, nor should it be bad
for the business sector. 
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3. Invest in supporting women who want to breastfeed
The Problem: Despite the proven benefits of breastfeeding, funding
remains inadequate for breastfeeding support. We urgently need
universal, high-quality, accessible, expert breastfeeding support
and additional support (practical and financial) for marginalised
families to improve the accessibility of universal services.
The Solution: Invest in supporting women who want to breastfeed
by addressing current and ongoing gaps in breastfeeding support.
Invest in programmes and policies that protect, promote, and
support breastfeeding.

4.  Fully implement the Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes
in the UK
 The Problem: The UK has not fully adopted The Code into law.
 The Solution: Call for the UK Government to fully implement the
Code. The regulations are in place to protect families from the
aggressive and often inappropriate marketing of large profit-
making companies. Instead of advertising hype, parents who use
Infant Formula deserve to receive unbiased, information.
 
5. Invest in the Milk Bank in NI
The Problem: Milk Bank in Fermanagh, provides donor milk to
babies in ICU across Ireland. The Milk Bank needs to be supported
to ensure that it has milk donors to keep up with supply. 
The Solution: More needs to be done to promote the work of the
Milk Bank, based in Fermanagh and to ensure that it is properly
resourced.
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6. Reinstate the Infant Feeding Survey
The Problem: The Infant Feeding Survey (IFS) had been conducted
every five years since 1975 but the last one was conducted in 2010.
The main aim of the survey was to provide estimates on the
incidence, prevalence, and duration of breastfeeding and other
feeding practices adopted by mothers in the first eight to ten
months after their baby was born.
The Solution: The Infant Feeding Survey needs to be reinstated and
extended to track breastfeeding rates to at least age 2. It is hugely
important information for anyone needing to develop policies or do
research on infant feeding in the UK, as well as providing data on
how policies and the state of the UK are impacting on infant
feeding.

In Summary
Breastfeeding is a smart investment that saves lives and benefits
the economy. The current global level of investment is insufficient
to substantially increase breastfeeding rates. Governments and
political leaders should invest in comprehensive strategies and
social policies that promote, protect, and support breastfeeding in
order to ensure the health and wealth of generations to come.
Breastfeeding takes time, effort and commitment. Women and
their babies deserve to be supported and protected when we
choose to make this hugely personal and unique investment in the
health and prosperity of the nation.
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Why influence?

Recent events across the world have demonstrated the importance
of working to ensure politicians are making the right decisions.
Raising your voice is an essential mechanism in effecting political
change.
Politics is a conversation, so people have an opportunity to use their
voice and influence.

Influencing is the ability to engage with other people and to
convince them to adopt and implement your ideas. It can create a
change in policy, it can raise awareness of an issue while building
an understanding of, in this case, the benefits of breastfeeding. 
The goal of an advocate is to gain support in a certain environment
to create change for the better. Research suggests that it only takes
10% of a population holding a strong belief to persuade the
remaining population to adopt that same belief.  This means that
with the right amount of support, help and a common goal
anything is possible.
Campaigning is the sum of actions and activities that are executed
in order to influence policy and to raise awareness on a specific
issue. The aim is not only to influence policies, but also to raise
public support.
 
Breastival wants to support you in campaigning by providing you
with tools, information and by sharing experience and expertise.

With your help, more decision-makers and members of the public
will be able to understand the needs and experiences of
breastfeeding families and what they want from decision makers.
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Who to Influence?

The political and policy landscape is complex and there are a
range of influencers from various government departments
and across different levels of government from Westminster,
NI Assembly and local government; depending on what the
ask is.

Local 
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NI Executive

These are the 10 ministers that make up the NI Executive. While the
Minister for Health is very important, other ministers will also be
key. The Minister for Communities who is responsible for the
Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise sectors. The Education
Minister is responsible for Sure Start programmes. The minister for
environment, agriculture and rural affairs is responsible for
environmental impacts on human health and sustainable
development.  All ministers should be made aware of the
importance of protecting breastfeeding.

NI Assembly and MLAs

Health, communities, and education are issues devolved to the
Northern Ireland Assembly and your local MLAs are tasked with
scrutinising the Executive Ministers and they do this through the
Assembly Committee structures.
Westminster and MPs and Lords
At Westminster there is a cross-party groupings or what is called an
All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Infant Feeding. The WHO
Code on Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes has yet to be fully
adopted and this is something that can only be done at UK
Government level.

Your local council

Your local Council may support the ‘Public Health Agency’s
Breastfeeding Welcome Scheme. 
While mums can breastfeed anywhere, the ‘Breastfeeding
Welcome Here’ initiative makes it easier for mums, especially new
mums, to recognise places where they can feel confident feeding
their baby when they are out and about. It was developed to
encourage businesses and public premises to welcome
breastfeeding mums, helping mums to prolong the length of time
they breastfeed.

Who to contact?
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BirthWise
Code Monitoring NI
Breastfeeding in Northern Ireland Facebook Page
Extended Feeding Group
La Leche League
NCT
Tiny Life
Bainne Beatha
BFLGUK
BFLGI

Campaigning Groups

Come join Breastival as a volunteer or any of the amazing
organisations that are also campaigning to protect, promote and
support breastfeeding. Check out:

The Media

The Media can have an influence on campaigning and advocacy
activities. From tagging media outlets in social media activity to
responding to an article, or inviting your local newspaper to an
event or baby group.
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Use They Work for You website to Identify your local elected
representatives at Westminster, NI Assembly and local Council
level.

What are your key messages? Do you have your own ask? Or can
you support some or all of Breastival’s policy actions?
What is it you want the elected representative to do? It is
important to understand what your elected representative can
do. Is it an MLA, MP or Councillor (see ‘Who to Influence’ above)?  
Back it up with research: Use the statistics and research
Breastival has provided in this toolkit, or do some of your own
research. It is important to back up what you are saying.

Know your audience

Identify your ask

Make it personal

If something affects you personally then talk about it; add your
personal story and why breastfeeding is important to you. Don’t
forget to mention your constituency if you are writing to someone
who is elected to your constituency. All politics is local and there will
be an election on 5 May 2022, so it all helps. 

Make it public

If you feel comfortable, make it public that you have contacted your
elected representative or post your concerns online and tag your
local reps in it.

How to influence
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Be polite - Political conversations easily get heated but
important to respectful, there is nothing to gain from being rude.
Think about the issues more than the party politics.

Be realistic - don’t ask for something that can’t be delivered.
While £1bn in breastfeeding support would be great it isn’t
realistic.

Follow up- Follow up if you haven’t heard back but remember
our elected representatives are busy people. If you have heard
back and have had a positive exchange, then don’t forget to
thank them.

BUT Remember:
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What can I do? - Influencing Ideas to
get started

Register to Vote: This year the electoral register is being wiped
so everyone will have to re-register, even if they had registered
previously. It takes five minutes to do online so make sure you
and everyone you know are registered. There is an Assembly
election on the 5 May 2022 so getting registered now is a first
step in executing your right. Register to vote - GOV.UK
Take a photo if you are out and about and use it on your social
media channels to help normalise breastfeeding.
Talk to your family and friends about what breastfeeding means
to you and how they can help make things easier for you and
other families that want to breastfeed.

Write a social media post about your experience and how
important breastfeeding is to you. Tag your elected
representatives.
If you are a breastfeeding mum, then take a photo of you
breastfeeding and send it to our #More Than Milk Exhibition that
tours a number of venues with the aim of normalising
breastfeeding.
Show your support to breastfeeding mothers by sharing a
Breastival ‘Thank You’ card
Write a list (or copy our list) of policy actions and if an elected
representative calls at your door before the May 2022 elections,
hand them the list or mention them at the door.
Ask you family and friends to share your policy asks too.

If you have 5 minutes

If you have 15 minutes
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Write a letter or email to your elected representatives with your
personal experience and how important breastfeeding is to you.
Refer to the policy actions that you feel strongly about.

Ask your local MP to join the APPG on Infant Feeding at
Westminster, or thank the one MP who is a member, Jim Shannon
MLA (DUP- Strangford) to make sure he remains an NI voice in the
group and tell him how you would like to be represented.

Report a code violation. If you see a violation you can:

Report directly to Baby Milk Action (who use examples to
campaign for better enforcement of the WHO Code); 
If the violation is also a breach of local regulations you can make a
complaint to the Environmental Health Officer in the Council area
in which breach occurs; 
If the breach occurs on radio, TV or online, you can contact the
Advertising Standards Agency; 
If you notice inappropriate product placement/marketing of baby
formula products including follow-on formula on TV, you can
contact Ofcom 
Online breaches of the Code can also be reported directly to the
platform eg Facebook.
Report any Code Violations in Northern Ireland to Code Monitoring
NI.

·Volunteer for Breastival or another one of the amazing groups
that are out there.
The Media can have a great influence so why not text into a radio
show if the opportunity arises. Or send a letter to your local
newspaper editor. Maybe there has been a recent article or
editorial you could respond to.
Send us a few paragraphs of your experience of breastfeeding,
good bad or somewhere in between to feature on our website.
Check out what we have currently. This is all helping to normalise
breastfeeding and raise awareness of the issues and need for
support.  Real Stories – Breastival | Celebrating & Normalising
Breastfeeding in NI.

If you have 30 minutes

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

For more information see our "Guide to the WHO Code" booklet here

If you have more time
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·The Politics of Breastfeeding: When Breasts are Bad for
Business by Gabrielle Palmer
Breastfeeding Uncovered by Amy Brown.
 Informed is Best by Amy Brown

Global Breastfeeding Collective
Code Monitoring NI

The Northern Ireland Assembly 

House of Commons - UK Parliament
APPG Infant Feeding  

Check out your local council. - Local councils in
Northern Ireland | nidirect

Suggested reading

Breastfeeding advocacy - 

NI Assembly

Westminster

Local Government

 

For further information about anything in this Advocacy
Toolkit, please contact hello@breastival.co.uk

TO sign up for our newsletter click here

Additional Resources
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