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Breastfeeding Saves Lives: Protecting  
Infant Health Everyday and in Emergencies

World Breastfeeding Week is an international annual event that celebrates the importance of breastfeeding for all 
women, children, families and communities. Public health groups, health workers, and communities all over the 
Canada will be marking the week with promotional campaigns and breastfeeding events.

The theme for this year’s World Breastfeeding Week—“Breastfeeding Saves Lives: Protecting Infant Health Everyday 
and in Emergencies”—highlights the life-saving capacity of breastfeeding and its protective effect on infant and 
young child health. Particularly during times of crisis, breastfeeding provides special immunological and nutritional 
properties that protect babies from serious health conditions, and in an emergency breastfeeding can save a baby’s life.

“Breastfeeding protection, promotion and support is essential from all sectors of society,” said Elisabeth Sterken, 
executive director of INFACT Canada. “Babies are vulnerable and breastfeeding ensures that infants and young 
children can achieve the highest attainable standard of health. Establishing cultures where breastfeeding is the norm 
ensures food security and optimal health for all infants and children, in any situation, during emergencies or stressful 
economic conditions.”

Recent global events have demonstrated the life-saving capability of breastfeeding. Last year breastfed babies in 
China were spared from a tainted milk scandal that claimed the lives of four babies that had been fed formula and 
made thousands of others ill. After the Sichuan Earthquake, one woman was able to feed 8 babies who had been 
separated from their mothers. These emergency situations are only the most extreme illustrations of something that is 
always true; breastfeeding is the best and most secure way to provide babies immunological protection and nutrition.  

What is needed
Despite recommendations from national and international health authorities that babies should be exclusively 
breastfed for six months, Canadian breastfeeding rates remain far from optimal. Breastfeeding rates are especially low 
among young, impoverished, and First Nations women. During this World Breastfeeding Week INFACT Canada 
is calling on policy-makers at all levels to recognize the importance of breastfeeding promotion, with particular 
attention to the following areas:

 Strong institutional support: Our health system needs to do more to help mothers breastfeed. Only 26 health 
facilities in Canada have met the Baby-Friendly Initiative standards outlined by the World Health Organization 
and UNICEF.

 Protection for mothers’ and babies’ rights: Mothers have the right to breastfeed anytime, anywhere, and babies 
always have the right to food. Yet in Canada, discriminatory practices persist and women are still told to “cover 
up” when nursing in public. Canada’s Charter of Rights and Freedoms and provincial and territorial Human 
Rights Commissions protect breastfeeding women from harrassment and discriminatory practices. The Ontario 
Human Rights Commission has explicitly defined societal obligations to protect breastfeeding women from 
discrimination.
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 Pro-breastfeeding legislation: In 1981 Canada voted in favour of the International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk 
Substitutes, a document that protects breastfeeding by prohibiting aggressive promotion of infant formula. Canada 
has endorsed the Code, but has done little to put it into effect. It must become part of national legislation. 
“All Canadians will benefit from a breastfeeding culture,” said Elisabeth Sterken. “Not only does it improve 

the health of infants, but unburdens our public health system of needless costs associated with poor infant health. 
We need to work harder to protect infant health by bridging the gap between breastfeeding recommendations and 
practice.”

Contact:
INFACT Canada
6 Trinity Square
Toronto, ON  M5G 1B1
Tel 416-595-9819  •  Fax 416-591-9355
info@infactcanada.ca  •  www.infactcanada.ca

Notes for the Press:

1. INFACT Canada is a national non-governmental organization that works to protect infant and young child 
health as well as maternal well-being through the promotion and support of breastfeeding.

2. The World Health Organization estimates that 1.5 million infants worldwide die every year because they were not 
breastfed.

 State of the World’s Children 2001. UNICEF

3. Monitoring reports show that infant formula companies’ marketing practices systematically violate the 
International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes, a WHO document that outlines how formula can be 
sold without undermining breastfeeding. 

4. Breastfeeding is not just relevant in developing countries. In industrialized countries, non-breastfed infants are 
also at increased risk of infant death, and illness such as childhood cancer, obesity, diabetes and cardiovascular 
disease. 

 Chen A, Rogan WJ. Breastfeeding and the risk of postneonatal death in the United States. Pediatrics 113: 
435-439, 2004; 

 Sterken E. Risks of Formula Feeding. Toronto, INFACT Canada, 2006 

5. World Breastfeeding Week is celebrated in more than 120 countries all over the world.    While most countries 
celebrate World Breastfeeding Week in the first week of August, in Canada, the first week of October—the tenth 
month of the year—is  chosen to celebrate World Breastfeeding Week because it is in the first week of life (after 
nine months of gestation) that a baby starts to breastfeed.


