
INTRODUCTION

To inform people about the new Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs) and how 
their achievement can be facilitated by 
improved breastfeeding and Infant and 
Young Child Feeding (IYCF).

To firmly anchor breastfeeding as a key 
component of sustainable development.

To galvanise a variety of actions at all 
levels on breastfeeding and IYCF in the 
new era of the SDGs.

To engage and collaborate with a wider 
range of actors around the promotion, 
protection and support of breastfeeding.

New evidence presented in the UK medical journal, the  
Lancet, confirms that optimal breastfeeding could save 
823,000 child lives and add $302 billion to the global economy 
annually.² Breastfeeding lays the foundation for good health 
for all children both in the short and long term, and also 
benefits mothers. However, global breastfeeding rates have 
remained stagnant for the past two decades. Less than 40 % 
of infants under six months of age are exclusively breastfed. 
In actual fact, women face many barriers to breastfeeding. 
They may receive inaccurate information from health 
providers, lack lactation support from male partners within 
the household, have no access to skilled breastfeeding 
counselling, face aggressive marketing of breastmilk 
substitutes or be forced to return to work soon a�er giving 
birth. These barriers make it exceedingly difficult for women 
to breastfeed exclusively for six months (with no additional 
liquids or food) and to continue breastfeeding for two years or 
longer, as recommended by the World Health Organization.³ 
We know what needs to be done to support and enable 
mothers to breastfeed optimally, but we need to be more 
proactive and engage more people to make this a reality. 
Linking breastfeeding with the SDGs helps us to do this.

The action folder explains how breastfeeding is linked to each of 
the SDGs individually (see insert) and along four thematic areas. 
The thematic areas are interlinked SDGs, which represent the 
strongest links to breastfeeding. You will find the relevant SDGs at 
the top of each page. Each thematic area starts with a short 
imaginary scenario which illustrates the link between 
breastfeeding and the thematic SDG area. This is followed by some 
useful facts and figures that you may use for your advocacy 
campaign. Finally, there are some examples of actions that you may 
take up at whatever level you are working on. At the end of the 
action folder, you will find a section on ways of working to achieve 
the SDGs through sustainable partnerships and the rule of law. We 
hope you will enjoy reading the action folder and find it useful for 
your work.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? HOW TO READ THE ACTION FOLDER

Do you care about people, the planet, prosperity and 
peace? Join the many who believe in sustainable 
development - people who currently live in a way that does 
not harm the generations to come. This year’s World 
Breastfeeding Week focuses on the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) that governments around the 
world have agreed to achieve by 2030.¹ The SDGs build on 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and cover a 
range of issues on ecology, economy and equity. The new 
SDGs aspire to tackle the root causes of poverty and offer a 
vision of development that works for all people, 
everywhere. World Breastfeeding Week 2016 marks a new 
start for us to work together and show how we can achieve 
sustainable development through the protection, 
promotion and support of breastfeeding.
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In an isolated land where famine is common, mothers are 
known to breastfeed their children until they become 
toddlers. These mothers know that breastfeeding is 
sustenance and food security for their young children. When 
famine strikes and hunger comes with a vengeance, they see 
that young children who are not breastfed are vulnerable, 
and are o�en the first to die. In low-income areas particularly, 
mothers commonly stop breastfeeding only when they feel 
that their child is big and strong enough to no longer need 
that protection. Discouraging mothers from continuing to 
breastfeed through the 2nd year of their child’s life has a 
potential short term as well as lifelong consequences. Food 
security includes an invisible component—protection for an 
unknown future through breastfeeding. Breastmilk is an 
affordable form of nutrition and as such an important way of 
reducing the effects of poverty.

Undernutrition, including sub-optimal breastfeeding, 
underlies 45% of all deaths of children under 5 annually.⁴

The most prevalent form of malnutrition, nutritional 
stunting (low height for age), is already prevalent at birth 
and continues to increase sharply until 24 months of age. 
This window of opportunity for reducing stunting is the 
1000 days from conception until 2 years of age.⁵

Early investments in prevention of low birth weight, 
prevention of stunting, and early initiation of and exclusive 
breastfeeding, contribute to reducing the risk of later 
obesity and chronic diseases.⁶

Not breastfeeding is associated with economic losses of 
about $302 billion annually or 0·49% of world gross 
national income.⁷ 

Families worldwide spend an estimated $54 billion annually 
purchasing milk formula.⁷

Adults who were breastfed as children were found to have 
higher incomes than those who were not breastfed.⁸

Check available local breastfeeding statistics with local 
health services. Talk to mothers about their experiences. 
Plan actions based on what you learn about the situation.

Engage fathers within the mother-to-mother 
breastfeeding groups and discuss the importance of 
their support for infant feeding, and how they can do this. 

Help people in your community to see breastfeeding, 
timely complementary feeding and continued 
breastfeeding up to 2 years or beyond as normal. For 
example, boys and girls especially need to see women 
breastfeeding so that they learn about it. 

Ensure that local health facilities, pharmacies and 
grocery stores adhere to the International Code of 
Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes. Use the IBFAN 
monitoring kit to assess Code compliance.

Work with agricultural extension programmes to extend 
breastfeeding support to rural communities.

IMAGINE THIS SCENARIO

FACTS AND FIGURES
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Anna is born in a poor urban area. Anna’s mother had seen 
milk powder widely advertised, but she and Anna’s aunts 
always believed that mother’s milk is best. As weeks go by, 
Anna is active and develops well. Her immunisations are 
completed on time and she has had no illness, so her mother 
is able to work. The community nurse is trained in breast-
feeding support and praises Anna’s mother, reminding her 
that breastfeeding also helps to protect mothers from 
diseases like breast cancer. At times, there is li�le money for 
food but Anna has had a nutrition cushion as she breastfed 
into her second year and eats family foods. The years pass 
and Anna goes to school. The teacher notices how quickly 
Anna learns, and informs her mother. Anna’s mother knows 
her milk helped Anna’s brain and eyes to develop well, and 
that having li�le illness meant Anna’s energy was used to 
grow and learn. Anna is still young but her future is bright 
because she had a good start from her mother’s milk, and 
that gi� will be important throughout her life. Breastmilk can 
help children out of poverty by helping them to a�ain higher 
levels of education and income for a be�er future. 

The financial cost of a program to implement the 
WHO/UNICEF Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child 
Feeding in 214 countries is estimated at $130 per live birth. 
“Investment in effective services to increase and sustain 
breastfeeding rates is likely to provide a return within a few 
years, possibly as li�le as one year.”⁹

On average, babies who are breastfed have a 2.6 point 
higher intelligence quotient than non-breastfed babies, 
with larger differences for longer durations of 
breastfeeding.¹⁰

Breastfeeding provides the foundation for lifelong health 
and wellbeing. Children and mothers who do not 
breastfeed are at greater risk for many conditions 
including acute and chronic illness for children, and breast 
and ovarian cancer for mothers.¹¹

823,000 children die annually due to sub-optimal infant 
feeding practices.¹¹

20,000 deaths due to breast cancer could be averted if 
mothers breastfed optimally.¹¹

Talk to politicians and other leaders about the value of 
improving breastfeeding rates to achieve SDGs- keep 
breastfeeding on the agenda.

Work to ensure that all mothers in the community have 
access to skilled breastfeeding care. 

Advocate for national health regulations which ensure that 
the Ten Steps to Successful Breastfeeding are integrated 
into maternity care at all birthing facilities. 

See:  h�p://www.unicef.org/newsline/tenstps.htm

Advocate for breastfeeding to be fully included in the 
curriculum for pre-service training of all physicians and 
nurses.
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Breastmilk is a “natural, renewable food” that is 
environmentally safe and produced and delivered to the 
consumer without pollution, packaging, or waste.”¹²

Formula production and use generate greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions which accelerate global warming and also 
produce pollution and toxic emissions from garbage 
disposal. Although not yet quantifiable in monetary terms, 
there are environmental costs associated with not 
breastfeeding babies.¹³

720,450 tonnes of milk formula sold annually in 6 Asian 
countries generated almost 2.9 million tonnes of GHG. This 
is equivalent to nearly 7000 million miles driven by an 
average passenger vehicle or 1.03 million tonnes of waste 
sent to landfill sites.¹²

It is estimated that more than 4000 L of water are needed to 
produce 1 kg of breastmilk substitute powder.¹²

Breastfeeding means less GHG, environmental degradation 
and pollution.¹²

Breastfeeding helps the transition to a low-carbon economy 
from one based on fossil fuels. No electricity is needed to 
produce breastmilk and it requires no fuel for transport, thus 
reducing emissions of carbon dioxide, the principal 
greenhouse gas. ¹²

Advocate with your government to include improvement of 
breastfeeding practices as part of their work for achieving 
the SDGs.

Encourage researchers to quantify the carbon footprint of 
formula feeding in your country.
 
Use this data to advocate your governments to allocate a 
budget for policies and programmes to increase breast-
feeding alongside those allocated to reduce air pollution.

Include breastfeeding in any list of actions to reduce our 
carbon and water footprint, and include breastfeeding in 
publicity about climate change.

IMAGINE THIS SCENARIO

ENVIRONMENT AND
CLIMATE CHANGE

1

2

3

4

RESPONSIBLE
CONSUMPTION
A N D  P R O D U C T I O N

SUSTAINABLE CITIES
AND COMMUNITIES

12.Linnecar A, et al. Formula for Disaster. IBFAN Asia/BPNI; 2014. Available at: h�p://ibfan.org/docs/FormulaForDisaster.pdff
13.Rollins NC et al. Why invest, and what it will take to improve breastfeeding practices? The Lancet 2016.

AND SANITATION
CLEAN WATER AFFORDABLE AND

CLEAN  ENERGY
CLIMATE
ACTION

LIFE BELOW
WATER

LIFE 
ON LAND

Jaime © WBW 2015

ACTIONSFACTS AND FIGURES

THEMATIC
AREA 

3

References



•

•

•

•

•

Maternal employment results in decreased breastfeeding 
rates with all the known health consequences.¹⁴

Every additional month of paid maternity leave decreases 
the infant mortality rates by 13 %.¹⁵

Only 53% of countries meet the ILO 14 week minimum 
standard for maternity leave.¹⁶

Maternity leave policies are effective in increasing 
exclusive breastfeeding rates.¹⁷

Lactation rooms and paid breasfeeding breaks can 
increase breastfeeding at 6 months.¹⁸

Promote paid parental protection policies that are gender 
equitable, encompassing the care triad and which support 
co-parenting and breastfeeding. 

Talk to some local employers about how they could make 
their workplaces support breastfeeding. Promote 
transformation of workplaces to become ‘family friendly’. 

This should include:

Find out your country’s policy for maternity protection. 
Also, find out where you live, the type of leave and 
workplace facilities local employers are providing. 

Advocate at all levels and between sectors for the needs 
and rights of maternity protection of workers in both the 
formal and informal sectors.

Encourage politicians and officials in your country to 
assess the status of their current maternity and parental 
protection entitlements and to identify gaps in provision, 
using existing tools such as the World Breastfeeding 
Trends Initiative (WBTi).

See: h�p://worldbreastfeedingtrends.org/
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FACTS AND FIGURES ACTIONS

Provision of accessible crèches which facilitate and    
support breastfeeding.

Spaces in or near workplaces with the necessary 
facilities, privacy and hygiene for mothers to 
comfortably and safely breastfeed or express and 
store milk.

Flexible working arrangements, breastfeeding breaks 
or reduced working hours, and teleworking.

Safe and hygienic environments for all workers, and 
especially for pregnant and lactating mothers, which 
do not incur employment or wage disadvantages.

a.

b.

c.

d.

EDUCATION
QUALITY V



Share the evidence on the value of breastfeeding widely, 
particularly among those with power and influence. 
Monitoring of actions and results is also crucial to build the 
evidence.    

Promote a positive a�itude to breastfeeding. The more 
breastfeeding is talked about, the more effective our 
messages will be. 

Advocate for breastfeeding programmes to be included in 
all health programmes and scaled up.

Enforce the law, including the International Code for 
Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes as the promotion of 
these products undermines breastfeeding and the best 
first food. Infants are unable to make a choice and 
governments have a duty to protect them.

International conventions set agreed global norms. Work in 
partnership at the community, national and higher levels to 
demand that the conventions for children's and womens’ 
rights, such as maternity protection, are reflected in the 
laws of every country and that these are enforced.

‘It takes a village to raise a child’ is a call to each of us to play 
our part in building an ideal village. We need laws that are fair 
and to which we all have access. We also need to find new and 
be�er ways of working together. SDG 16  aims to promote 
just, peaceful and inclusive societies. We are all responsible 
collectively for our children and the future they will inherit. 
Children embody the future of humanity. Every child has 
potential, which can only be fulfilled if rights are respected 
and responsibilities are fulfilled. The Convention on the 
Rights of the Child protects the rights of children. Women 
also have rights against being disadvantaged or treated 
differently to men, in society or in the workplace. There is 
much to do to build our longed for village. To improve 
breastfeeding rates, we need to overcome many challenges: 
inadequate government policies, lack of information and 
advice, lack of community support and aggressive sales of 
breastmilk substitutes. We need a global partnership to 
overcome them. SDG  17  reminds us that ‘Many hands make 
light work’... We have to work together in order to achieve the 
village we want. World Breastfeeding Week links 
change-makers at community, country and regional level to 
call for global action. We must expand our alliance and work 

alongside others beyond the present breastfeeding 
movement, and together achieve sustainable development 
and  human rights. We can only survive as a species by 
recognising this balance and interdependence.

SUSTAINABLE PARTNERSHIP
AND THE RULE OF LAW

Infographic, A basic typology of multi-stakeholder partnerships (from Peterson et al, 2014)
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Understand the evidence for the importance of 
breastfeeding, and the interventions that are needed to 
increase breastfeeding rates. 

Learn about the relevant international conventions and the 
laws, regulations and government policy in your country.    

Identify potential allies, and work with them. Create a 
compelling common case for change. Select 3 to 5 
priorities, and develop a common set of actions.

Be alert to conflicts of interest when choosing allies and 
supporters.

Galvanise your campaign with people who have multiple 
skills.

Allocate time and resources, including money. Plan well and 
remain accountable.
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ACTIONSWORKING FOR SUSTAINABILITY

SPONSORSHIP:  WABA does not accept sponsorship of any kind from companies producing breastmilk substitutes, related equipment and/or complementary foods that displace breastfeeding
WABA encourages all participants of World Breastfeeding Week to respect and follow this ethical stance
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World Breastfeeding Week is coordinated by the World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action (WABA), a global network of individuals and organisations concerned with the protection, promotion and support of breastfeeding worldwide
based on the Innocenti Declarations, the Ten Links for Nurturing the Future and the WHO/UNICEF Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child Feeding. WABA’s core partners are the Academy of Breastfeeding Medicine (ABM), 
International Baby Food Action Network (IBFAN),International Lactation Consultant Association (ILCA), La Leche League International (LLLI), and Wellstart International. WABA is in consultative status with UNICEF and an NGO in 
Special Consultative Status with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations (ECOSOC).
 
WABA, PO Box 1200 10850 Penang, Malaysia Tel: 60-4-658 4816 Fax: 60-4-657 2655
Email: wbw@waba.org.my | Web: www.waba.org.my  | WBW Archives: www.worldbreastfeedingweek.net
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Breastfeeding is a natural and 
low-cost way of feeding babies 
and children.  It is affordable 
for everyone and does not burden 
household budgets compared
to artificial feeding. 
Breastfeeding contributes to 
poverty reduction.

Exclusive breastfeeding and continued 
breastfeeding for two years and 
beyond provide high quality nutrients and 
adequate energy and can help prevent 
hunger, undernutrition and obesity. 
Breastfeeding also means food security 
for infants.

With industrialisation and urbanisation 
the time and space challenges become 
more prominent. Breastfeeding mothers
who work outside the home need to
manage these challenges and be 
supported by employers, their own 
families and communities. Crèches near 
the workplace, lactation rooms and 
breastfeeding breaks can make a big
difference.

Breastfeeding on demand provides
all the water a baby needs, even in hot 
weather. On the other hand, formula 
feeding requires access to clean water, 
hygiene and sanitation.

Breastfeeding entails less energy when
compared to formula production 
industries. It also reduces the need for 
water, firewood and fossil fuels
in the home. 

Breastfeeding women who are supported 
by their employers are more productive 
and loyal. Maternity protection and other 
workplace policies can enable women to
combine breastfeeding and their other
work or employment. Decent jobs should 
cater to the needs of breastfeeding 
women, especially those
in precarious situations.

Breastfeeding entails less waste 
compared to formula feeding. Industrial 
formula production and distribution 
lead to waste  that pollutes the seas and 
affects marine life.

Breastfeeding is enshrined in many
human rights frameworks and 
conventions. National legislation and 
policies to protect and support 
breastfeeding mothers and babies are
needed to ensure that their rights
are upheld.

Breastfeeding is ecological compared to 
formula feeding. Formula production 
implies dairy farming that o�en puts 
pressure on natural resources and 
contributes to carbon emissions and 
climate change.

The Global Strategy for Infant and
Young Child Feeding (GSIYCF) 
fosters multi-sectorial collaboration, and
can build upon various partnerships for 
support of development through 
breastfeeding programs and initiatives.

Breastfeeding and adequate
complementary feeding  are
fundamentals for readiness to learn.
Breastfeeding and good quality
complementary foods significantly 
contribute to mental and cognitive 
developmentand thus promote learning.

Breastfeeding significantly improves 
the health, development and survival 
of infants and children. It also contributes
to improved health and wellbeing of
mothers, both in the short andlong term. 

Breastfeeding is the great equaliser,  
giving every child a fair and best start in 
life.  Breastfeeding is uniquely a right of
women and they should be supported 
by society to breastfeed optimally. 
The breastfeeding experience can be 
satisfying and empowering for the mother 
as she is in control of how she feeds
her baby.

Breastfeeding practices differ across 
the globe. Breastfeeding needs to be
protected, promoted and supported
among all, but in particular among poor 
and vulnerable groups. This will help to 
reduce inequalities.

In the bustle of big cities, breastfeeding 
mothers and their babies need to feel safe
and welcome in all public spaces.  When 
disaster and humanitarian crises strike, 
women and children are affected
disproportionately. Pregnant and 
lactating women need particular support 
during such times. 

Breastfeeding provides a healthy, viable, 
non-polluting, non-resource intensive, 
sustainable and natural source of 
nutrition and sustenance.

Breastfeeding safeguards infant health 
and nutritionin times of adversity and 
weather-related disasters due to 
global warming.
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End Poverty in all its forms 
everywhere

Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls

Build resilient infrastructure, 
promote inclusive and 
sustainable industrialisation 
and foster innovation

Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts

Conserve and sustainably use 
the oceans, seas and marine 
resources for sustainable 
developmentcts

Strengthen the means of 
implementation and revitalise
the global partnership for 
sustainable development

Protect, restore and promote 
sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems, sustainably manage
forests, combat desertification, 
and halt and reverse land 
degradation and halt 
biodiversity loss

Promote peaceful and inclusive 
societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to
justice for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive 
institutions at all levels

Reduce inequality within 
and among countries

Make cities and human 
se�lements inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable

Ensure sustainable 
consumption and production
pa�erns

Ensure availability and
sustainable management of 
water and sanitation for all

Ensure access to affordable,
reliable, sustainable and modern
energy for all

Promote sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive 
employment and decent 
work for all

Ensure healthy lives and promote
well-being for all at all ages

End hunger, achieve food security
and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture

Ensure inclusive and equitable
quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities
for all
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