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Handout 3.2 

 Breastfeeding: an issue on the world’s 
agenda 

 

Joint WHO/UNICEF Meeting on Infant and Young Child Feeding 
 

The Joint WHO/UNICEF Meeting on Infant and Young Child Feeding took place at WHO 
Geneva from 9 to 12 October 1979. It was held as part of the two organizations’ on going programmes 
on the promotion of breastfeeding and improvement of infant and young child nutrition. 

The participants included representatives of governments, the United Nations system and 
technical agencies, non governmental organizations active in the area, the infant food industry and 
scientists working in the field. A total of some 150 participants were present. 

The meeting was conducted in plenary and five working groups. There was one background 
document prepared by WHO and UNICEF (FHE/ICF/79.3). The themes of the working groups were: 

• encouraging and supporting breastfeeding;  
• promotion and support of appropriate weaning practices; 
• information, education, communication, and training; 
• health and social status of women in relation to infant and young child feeding; 
• appropriate marketing and distribution of breast-milk substitutes. 

 

International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes 
 

Efforts to promote breastfeeding and to overcome problems that might discourage it are a part 
of the overall nutrition and child health programmes of the World Health Organization (WHO) and 
UNICEF, and are a key element of primary health care as a means of achieving health for all by the 
year 2000. As early as 1974, the 27th World Health Assembly noted the general decline in 
breastfeeding in many parts of the world. The Assembly found this decline to be related to the 
promotion of manufactured breast-milk substitutes, and urged “member countries to review sales 
promotion activities on baby foods and to introduce appropriate remedial measures, including 
advertisement codes and legislation where necessary”. 

The issue was taken up again by the 31st World Health Assembly, which recommended, in 
May 1978, “regulating inappropriate sales promotion of infant foods that can be used to replace breast 
milk”. Years of discussion and debate resulted in the drafting and adoption, on 21 May 1981, of the 
International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes. 

The Code seeks mainly to “contribute to the provision of safe and adequate nutrition for 
infants by protecting and promoting breastfeeding and by ensuring that breast-milk substitutes not be 
marketed or distributed in ways that may interfere with breastfeeding”. But it also recognizes, in its 
preamble, the interconnectedness of breastfeeding and infant nutrition and that malnutrition is linked 
to “wider problems of lack of education, poverty, and social injustice”. The Code points out that the 
health of infants and young children cannot be isolated from the health and nutrition of women, their 
socio-economic status and their roles as mothers. In taking this broad view of breastfeeding, the Code 
helped set the stage for breastfeeding’s inclusion in a series of other social rights documents. 
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Convention of the Rights of the Child 
 

Adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 20 November 1989, the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child recalls the basic principles of the United Nations and the 
provisions of relevant human rights treaties and proclamations, and makes children the focus of these. 
In seeking to ensure the health of children, it makes it a condition that all segments of society, 
particularly parents, should have access to education about, and be supported in, the use of 
breastfeeding. In calling for universal ratification of the Convention by 1995, former UNICEF 
Executive Director James P. Grant cited breastfeeding as part of the “revolution for children”, noting 
that “the scientific rediscovery of the miracle of mother’s milk means that more than a million 
children’s lives a year could be saved by effective breastfeeding”. 

 

Protecting, Promoting and Supporting Breastfeeding: The Special Role of Maternity Services. 
A Joint WHO/UNICEF Statement 

 

The joint WHO/UNICEF statement has been prepared to increase awareness of the critical 
role that health services play in promoting breastfeeding, and to describe what should be done to 
provide mothers with appropriate information and support. It is intended for use, after adaptation to 
suit local circumstances, by policy-makers and managers as well as by clinicians, midwives, and 
nursing personnel. 

Focusing on the brief period of prenatal, delivery, and perinatal care provided in maternity 
wards and clinics, the statement encourages those concerned with the provision of maternity services 
to review policies and practices that affect breastfeeding. It outlines practical steps that they can take 
to promote and facilitate the initiation and establishment of breastfeeding by mothers in their care. 

 

Innocenti Declaration 
 

Born of the policy-makers’ meeting on “Breastfeeding in the 1990s: a Global Initiative”, 
jointly sponsored by WHO and UNICEF in August 1990, the Innocenti Declaration on the Protection, 
Promotion and Support of Breastfeeding spells out clearly the benefits of breastfeeding. It calls for 
policies and the attainment of a “breastfeeding culture” enabling women to breastfeed their children 
exclusively for the first four to six months, and then up to two years of age and beyond. The 
Declaration asks that national authorities integrate breastfeeding programmes into their overall health 
and development policies.  

Its four targets include the appointment of a national breastfeeding coordinator and 
establishment of a multisectoral national breastfeeding committee, ensuring that every facility 
providing maternity services fully practices all “Ten Steps” set out in the Joint WHO/UNICEF 
Statement, taking action to give effect to the principles and aim of all Articles of the International 
Code of Marketing of Breast-Milk Substitutes and subsequent World Health Assembly resolutions, 
and enacting imaginative legislation protecting the breastfeeding rights of working women and 
establishing means for its enforcement. 
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World Summit for Children 
 

The World Summit for Children was convened in New York on 30 September 1990. 71 heads 
of state and 58 other observer delegations met for two days to talk about children. The Summit 
adopted the World Declaration on the Survival, Protection, and Development of Children and related 
Plan of Action containing specific 27 time-bound goals for children and development in the 1990s, 
including a cluster of food and nutrition targets. It stated that: “For the young child and the pregnant 
woman, provision of adequate food during pregnancy and lactation; promotion, protection and support 
of breastfeeding and complementary feeding practices, including frequent feeding; growth monitoring 
with appropriate follow-up actions; and nutritional surveillance are the most essential needs.” National 
plans of action were to report on how the Summit goals were to be met all over the world.  The World 
Summit and the World Declaration and its related Plan of Action reaffirmed the importance of 
achieving optimal infant and young child feeding practices, laying the foundation for future initiatives 
to promote, protect and support these practices. 

 

Launching of the “Baby-friendly Hospital Initiative” 
 

The Forty-fifth World Health Assembly (4-14 May 1992) in its resolution 45.34 welcomes the 
leadership of the Executive Heads of WHO and UNICEF in organizing the “Baby-friendly” hospital 
initiative, with its simultaneous focus on the role of health services in protecting, promoting and 
supporting breastfeeding, and on the use of breastfeeding as a means of strengthening the contribution 
of health services to safe motherhood, child survival, and primary health care in general, and endorses 
this initiative as a most promising means of increasing the prevalence and duration of breastfeeding. 

 

World Declaration on Nutrition 
 

Signatories to the World Declaration on Nutrition, adopted in December 1992 at the 
International Conference on Nutrition, pledge, in article 19, “to reduce substantially within this decade 
social and other impediments to optimal breastfeeding”. The Plan of Action for Nutrition, adopted at 
the same Conference, endorses breastfeeding under sections on preventing and managing infectious 
diseases and preventing and controlling specific micronutrient deficiencies. It also calls for the 
promotion of breastfeeding by asking governments and the international community to provide 
maximum support for women to breastfeed, whether they are formally or informally working, and 
under a variety of other conditions.  

 

WHO Expert Consultation on HIV and Infant Feeding 
 

WHO’s Department of Reproductive Health and Research, in collaboration with the HIV/STI 
Initiative and the Department of Child and Adolescent Health and development, convened a Technical 
Consultation on new data on the prevention of MTCT and their policy implications. The objective was 
to review recent scientific data and update current recommendations on the provision of ARVs and 
infant feeding counselling. The Technical Consultation focused on these two components, although it 
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was recognized that many other components are important for a comprehensive package for MTCT-
prevention. 

The conclusions and recommendations of the meeting related to infant feeding addressed (1) 
risks of breastfeeding and replacement feeding, (2) cessation of breastfeeding, (3) infant feeding 
counselling, (4) breast health, and (5) maternal health. 

 

WHO Consultation on the optimal duration of exclusive breastfeeding 
 

WHO convened in 28-30 March 2001 an expert consultation on the optimal duration of 
exclusive breastfeeding. The objectives to the consultation were:  

• To review the scientific evidence on the optimal duration of exclusive breastfeeding. 
• To formulate recommendations for practice on the optimal duration of exclusive 

breastfeeding. 
• To formulate recommendations for research needs in this area. 

 
The report of the Expert Consultation summarizes the objectives of the consultation as well as 

the findings, recommendations for practice, and research. The agenda of the consultation and list of 
participants in the consultation is included. 

 

WHO Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child Feeding 
 

Over the past decades, the evidence of biological requirements for appropriate nutrition, 
recommended feeding practices and factors impeding appropriate feeding has grown steadily. 
Moreover, much has been learned about interventions that are effective in promoting improved 
feeding. For example, recent studies in Bangladesh, Brazil and Mexico have demonstrated the impact 
of counselling, in communities and health services, to improve feeding practices, food intake, and 
growth. 

The Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child Feeding aims to revitalize efforts to promote, 
protect, and support appropriate infant and young child feeding. It builds upon past initiatives, in 
particular the Innocenti Declaration and the Baby-friendly Hospital Initiative, and addresses the needs 
of all children including those living in difficult circumstances, such as infants of mothers living with 
HIV, low-birth-weight infants, and infants in emergency situations.  

The strategy specifies not only responsibilities of governments, but also of international 
organisations, non-governmental organisations, and other concerned parties. It engages all relevant 
stakeholders and provides a framework for accelerated action, linking relevant intervention areas and 
using resources available in a variety of sectors.  

 

Innocenti Declaration 2005 
 

The event, “Celebrating Innocenti 1990-2005: Achievements, Challenge and Future 
Imperatives” was held on 22 November 2005, in Florence, Italy, to celebrate the 15 years since the 
original “Innocenti Declaration”.  It was jointly organized by the Regional Authority of Tuscany and 
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the UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre with a wide partnership, including the Italian National 
Committee for UNICEF, UN organizations, as well as non-governmental organizations like the World 
Alliance for Breastfeeding Action, the International Baby Food Action Network among others and an 
international expert panel. 

The meeting highlighted the achievements of the last 15 years and issued the “Innocenti 
Declaration 2005 on Infant and Young Child Feeding”. Statements in the Declaration related to BFHI 
include that:  

 All governments revitalize the Baby-friendly Hospital Imitative (BFHI), maintaining the 
Global Criteria as the minimum requirement for all facilities, expanding the Initiative’s 
application to include maternity, neonatal and child health services and community-based 
support for lactating women and caregivers of young children. 

 Multilateral and bilateral organizations and international financial institutions identify and 
budget for sufficient financial resources and expertise to support governments in formulating, 
implementing, monitoring and evaluating their policies and programmes on optimal infant 
and young child feeding, including revitalizing the BFHI. 


