
 

South Africa is starting to accept public
breastfeeding. But change is slow
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A well-known South African family restaurant chain has grabbed
headlines with a new breastfeeding policy that allows patrons to 
breastfeed freely in their venues.

This is encouraging because the chain has been on list of large retail
groups that have been publicly shamed for their "anti-breastfeeding"
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https://www.timeslive.co.za/sunday-times/business/2018-07-11-breast-is-best-says-popular-restaurant-group/
https://www.enca.com/media/video/protest-at-mugg-bean-after-breastfeeding-mother-shamed-0?playlist=10


 

responses.

The change of heart by the restaurant group, Spur, has been welcomed
by mothers and applauded by health, nutrition and early childhood
development bodies across the country. It comes at a time when
exclusive breastfeeding rates in South Africa are at an all time high.
There's been a more than four-fold increase in the number of women
who exclusively breastfeed their babies – from 8% in 2003 to 36% in
2016. In some provinces it's even higher. In KwaZulu-Natal, for
example, close to half of the babies were still being exclusively breastfed
by the time they were three months old.

Exclusive breastfeeding – giving only breastmilk and no other foods and
fluid in this age group – is linked to lower prevalence of disease and
death. Babies under six months of age who are given other foods and
fluids have higher rates of disease like diarrhoea, pneumonia and death.

Despite the progress, South Africa still has a long way to go to close
some policy and programme gaps. This is according to a recently
released breastfeeding policy review. It reports that South Africa still has
one of the lowest breastfeeding rates on the continent. In countries like
Kenya and Rwanda more than 60% of babies are exclusively breastfed
for the first six months of life.

Countries that improved their exclusive breastfeeding rates have done so
by taking four steps. They've set up mass communication campaigns.
They've made breastfeeding part of their development plans. They've
protected, promoted and supported breastfeeding with key legislation
and they've prioritised breastfeeding support in the workplace.

South Africa has started to make progress in most of these areas. But it's
still lagging behind when it comes to support for breastfeeding in the
workplace.
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https://www.enca.com/media/video/protest-at-mugg-bean-after-breastfeeding-mother-shamed-0?playlist=10
https://www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2018-07-11-spur-flame-grilled-and-breast-fed
https://www.dispatchlive.co.za/news/2018-07-11-spur-flame-grilled-and-breast-fed
http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/Report%2003-00-09/Report%2003-00-092016.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6006942/
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/speeches/usaidsouthern-africas-acting-mission-director-delivers-remarks-importance
https://www.usaid.gov/news-information/speeches/usaidsouthern-africas-acting-mission-director-delivers-remarks-importance
https://www.wits.ac.za/coe-human/coe-research-grants/coe-research-and-advocacy-on-breastfeeding/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)01044-2/abstract
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/support/


 

What's worked

There are a combination of reasons for the massive increase in exclusive
breastfeeding in South Africa. These include political will as well as
strong legislation and community support programmes.

And the Health Minister, Aaron Motsoaledi, has been a breastfeeding
champion, encouraging and supporting the call for legislation to protect 
mothers breastfeeding in public.

As a result of this support, there has been a significant improvement in
the number of facilities accredited as being supportive – known as
Mother-Baby Friendly. More than 90% of the country's public facilities
have been accredited.

In addition, health care providers have been encouraged to promote and
support mothers to breastfeed during their routine child health services
check ups. While many have criticised the quality of the service, a recent
study shows how community-based promotion of breastfeeding can help
improve breastfeeding practices.

The National Department of Health has also launched a national media
campaign to raise the visibility of breastfeeding. It calls on communities
to support breastfeeding and to create enabling environments for
mothers to breastfeed their children anywhere, anytime.

What's missing

Apart from the health sector, South Africa has done very little to engage
other sectors to support breastfeeding. Support for breastfeeding in the
workplace is one example.
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https://www.all4women.co.za/432789/news/south-african-news/minister-of-health-welcomes-campaign-for-breastfeeding-in-public
http://sajcn.redbricklibrary.com/index.php/SAJCN/article/view/586/820
http://www.health.gov.za/index.php/gf-tb-program/320-2nd-world-breastfeeding-conference
http://www.health.gov.za/index.php/gf-tb-program/320-2nd-world-breastfeeding-conference


 

South African law says that employees who are breastfeeding should
have two 30 minute breaks a day to breastfeed or express milk. But few
South African employers apply it. And only a few companies make good
on the breastfeeding-friendly commitments. This is despite the fact that
there has been an increase in the the number of women in the labour
market over the past decade.

There are many ways employers can support breastfeeding in the
workplace.

They could, for example, include develop policies to support
breastfeeding women. One idea is a designated private space for
breastfeeding or expressing milk. Another is to give mothers options for
their return to work after maternity leave. This would include working
from home, working via phone or part-time, extending maternity leave
and providing on-site or near-site child care.

Building on the momentum

The policy adopted by the fast food chain has received overwhelming 
public support. It is critical for South Africa to build on this momentum.
In addition to getting other retailers and restaurants to adopt public 
breastfeeding policies, the government should also encourage employers
to introduce policies that will empower their female employees.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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https://www.southafricanmi.com/blog2-15aug2017.html
https://www.southafricanmi.com/blog2-15aug2017.html
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