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How do companies breach the
International Code of Marketing
Breastmilk substitutes?
What is the Code?

The International Code of Marketing Breastmilk substitutes was passed in
1981 by the World Health Assembly (WHA) and aims at promoting safe and
adequate food for children, the protection of breastfeeding and ensuring the
proper use of breastmilk substitutes, when necessary. The International
Code (IC) covers the following products:
• Infant formula or any preparation intended to satisfy the nutritional requirements of infants from birth, including special formulas such as soy
formula, lactose-free formula, low-birth-weight/premature formula.
• Other milk products, food and beverages that are represented as suitable for use as a partial or total replacement for breastmilk: this includes
bottle-fed complementary foods, therapeutical milks, follow-up milks and
growing-up milks marketed for babies between six months to two years or
beyond. These products always replace the breastmilk part of the baby’s
diet which is recommended for two years or beyond.
• Any other food or beverage that is presented as suitable to be fed to infants less than six months old. This includes commercially processed baby
foods and drinks such as cereal, jarred foods, infant tea, juices and water.
In short, all products marketed for an age when breastmilk best fulfils the
infant’s diet.
• Feeding bottles and teats.

Free samples of 0-6 infant formula

Happy faces, discounts and solids
from 4 months of age

According to the IC:
• Promotion of any product under its scope is prohibited
• Samples and gifts to mothers and health professionals are prohibited
• Information and educational materials must explain the benefits of breastfeeding and the health hazards associated with bottle feeding
• No images or texts idealizing the usage of breastmilk substitutes are allowed
• Any product promotion within health structures is prohibited
• Free or low cost promotion of any products is prohibited
• Product information for health professionals must be factual and scientific.
• Discounts and direct contacts with mothers are prohibited
• Product labels must not undermine breastfeeding, clearly state the need
for the advice of a health care worker and a warning about health hazards.
Share this report with all people involved in the sector of infant
feeding in Greece (companies, hospitals, health professionals,
parents, broad public!)

“I want to give everything to my baby.
Fortunately Philips Avent has got
everything I need” says mum
of a 2 month old infant.

IBFAN GREECE
INTERNATIONAL
BABY FOOD
ACTION NETWORK
OF GREECE

The International Baby Food Action Network of
GREECE is a non governmental organization of
of motivated citizens, parents and health professionals formed to promote optimal infant and
young child feeding practices. It defends the right
of infants and young children to the best attainable standard of health and the right of the parents
to make informed decisions on breastfeeding
based on objective, consistent information and independent and peer reviewed scientific research
and knowledge. Information about feeding must
be free from any commercial influence.
IBFAN Greece is a member of the global IBFAN
network and fully adopts the 7 principles:
• Infants to have the right to the highest attainable standard of health
• Families to have the right to access adequate
and nutritious food and water
• Women to have the right to breastfeed and
to make informed decisions about infant and
young children feeding based on scientific
criteria
• Women to have the right of full support to exclusively breastfeed for the first six months
and to continue breastfeeding for two years
or more
• All people to have the right to access quality
health care services according to their basic
needs
• Health professionals and consumers to have
the right to access health care systems that
are free of commercial influence
• All people to have the right to advocate in
international solidarity for the changes that
protect their own health
Selling of products under the code’s scope is allowed, but promotion is banned.
According to the IC the manufacturers and distributors of BMS should inform the marketing
personnel of the Code and their consequent responsibilities.

International recommendations
and the Greek reality in 2013
In 2001 the World Health Assembly ( resolution WHA
54.2) adopted the international recommendation of
exclusive breastfeeding for six months followed by
introduction of safe and appropriate complementary
foods with continued breastfeeding for up to the age
of two years or beyond. However, the situation in baby
food in Greece is still problematic. Although the vast
majority of pregnant women and new mothers (89%)
intend to breastfeed and do so at birth, very soon
the percentage of exclusively breastfed babies drops
to 10% at 3 months, to 0.8% at 6 months while only
6% of babies continue breastfeeding at the age of 12
months. Mothers who have difficulties with breastfeeding are surrounded by a dominant bottle feeding culture and uncontrolled marketing pressure to
replace breastmilk with BMS a hostile environment
which strongly undermine breastfeeding.

Forsaking breastfeeding, doctors go on to endorse
the products they are introduced to at conferences
such as this
IBFAN Greece’s report is based on complaints and reports on violations submitted by members of the network and by sensitized citizens from January 2011 until
June 2013. In total 378 Code violations have been recorded after 2.5 years of voluntary work to collect data
related to the practices of marketing BMS in Greece.
The complete report of violations 2013, the IC violation
form and information regarding baby food and the protection of breastfeeding are accessible on our website

www.ibfan.gr

Companies do not offer objective information
for foods for infants and young children
According to the IC, governments are responsible to ensure that objective and consistent information is provided on infant and young children feeding. This responsibility includes planning, providing,
designing and disseminating, but also controlling, information. Greek Ministerial Decision 2008,7.1,
7.2, mandates the Greek Organization of Medications (EOF) as the competent body to implement the
aforementioned responsibilities.
However, in practice, companies are uncontrolled and they get away with misleading information and
unsubstantiated claims and statements which idealise their products in their promotional materials.
Some examples follow:

it seem restless? Healthy babies
“Does
are happy babies
”
Milupa Company’s brochure addressed to health professionals:

contributes to a healthy im“Νaturally
mune system
”
nipple should be washed before
“Τhe
every feeding, mother’s milk can be
kept for 24 hours at 4 C etc
”
Follow on formulae by Nutricia with
“Pronutra+”

ο

Excerpt from Frezyderm leaflet

Companies do not mention the negative consequences
that bottle-feeding has on breastfeeding
According to the IC and MD 2008, 7.2, all information (written or audiovisual) related to infant feeding and
aimed at mothers should include clear information regarding the negative consequences that partial use of
bottles could have on breastfeeding However, in practice, the companies fail to do so in their materials including in advertisements (allowed under MD 2008 in certain circumstances). See the following examples:

Advertisment in a
professional magazine.
No mention of risks to
breastfeeding.

“From the second month,
baby can breastfeed once
or twice a day and at the
same time get the organic
milk suggested by the
Paediatrician”

Companies consistently use images and texts
that idealize BMS
According to the IC, labeling on infant formulae should not include any images of babies or any other
images idealizing the use of the product. In Greece images of happy babies and families are abundant
on follow-up formulas. Even if there are no images of infants, cute toy animals are certainly also embellish the prospect of artificial feeding.
The pictures that follow are only few of the many examples
Unfair embellishment of BMS feeding practices starts from the very names of the
products, which tend to idealize feeding, by
using terms like:

• Pure
• Premium
• Gold
• Optimum

«If you think all
milks are the same,
you haven’t spoken
with me yet”

• OK
• Plus
• Gentle Start

“Sleep, Grow. Now
babies enjoy their
sleep”
“Advanced composition so that it meets
the special nutritional needs of infants”

Companies offer free BMS samples
According to the IC and MD 2008, 7.2 manufacturers and distributors of baby formulae should not
offer to pregnant women, mothers or members of their families any free or low-cost products, samples or any other gifts, be it directly or indirectly, publicly or via the health care system or the health
professionals therein.
However, this is not respected by companies, which systematically offer free samples. Some very few
examples:
1. Free BMS meal samples for infant or follow on formulae by BMS company DELTA have been given
to a health professional to be given to a mother
2. A store hosts a seminar on breastfeeding and at the end of the event, gifts are distributed to the
participants, which include bottles and nipples by Chicco
and NUK companies
3. Complaint from a maternity hospital: “as soon as they
got her to the room, a package of milk powder was put on
the side table by health personnel, without even asking
the patient, while she had requested for exclusive breastfeeding”
4. Free infant formula by Guigoz (Nestle) was given to the
clinicc of a health professional for distribution to mothers

Free samples of 0-6 infant formula

Health care facilities are used for the purpose
of promoting infant formula or other products
According to the IC, no facility of a health care system should be used for the purpose of promoting infant formula or other products within the scope of the Code. The relevant Circular 1995 Υ3γ/36189/9-10-95 in our country
states that free distribution and/or promotion of breastmilk substitutes within maternal facilities is prohibited
(in the violations presented below identifying information on the maternity facilities has been concealed).

A child health card sponsored by Nutricia is issued for newborns in a maternity clinic. The back cover shows
the Nutricia company name and encourages mothers to «Contact the
Specialists of Nutricia», for detailed
communication info, free-of-charge.
The image of a healthy baby on the
front cover of the Nutricia sponsored
card links it to Nutricia products.

A Cot card with a newborn’s information found in a a maternity
clinic shows that it has been determined beforehand that “Almiron” by Nutricia is the milk that
the baby will consume (!).

Showcase in a maternity clinic
with products from Nutricia

Companies recommend the
introduction of foods and liquids
from before the age of 6 months
• WHA 39.28 [1986] states that Any food or drink given before complementary feeding is nutritionally required may interfere with breastfeeding Herbal tea promoted from birth and
and therefore should neither be promoted nor encouraged for use by ready made puree from 4 months of age
infants during this period.
• WHA 54,2 [2001] sets the global recommendation of “ 6 months” exclusive
breastfeeding, with safe and appropriate complementary foods and continued breastfeeding for up to two years
or beyond, companies should label their products to reflect this recommendation.
These resolutions which enjoy the same status as the Code are ignored in Europe in general, including Greece.
Infant foods promoted before the first six months of a baby’s life may be detrimental to infant health as these
foods replace and undermine exclusive breastfeeding and, increase health risks of infants (obesity, gastroenteritis, choking, infections, and allergies).

Health professionals prescribe
infant formula without
substantiating indications

According to a circular of the Greek government, prescription of
breastmilk substitutes should be signed and accompanied by a medical report giving the reasons why the baby is not able to breastfeed exclusively. In reality, this circular is constantly violated and most mothers leave maternity hospitals with a prescription like this in hand. The
prescriptions function as an product endorsement from the doctor.

Companies make unfounded claims about
health and nutrition
The IC provides that breastmilk-substitutes should
not be promoted or idealized while resolution WHA
58.32 [2005] states that nutrition and health claims
for breastmilk substitutes are not permitted
unless national/regional legislation allows
them. In violation of these recommendations, companies compete with each other
to represent their products as ”closer to
breastmilk” and other claims about health
and nutritional enhancers in their products.
Prebiotics, probiotics, bifidus (friendly bacAlmiron Growing up promoted Nativa Gentle Start preteria), lutein, DHA, AA, Optipro, LCPUFA, imas essential for the developing vents colic and reduces
munofortis, Omega 3 and lactoferrin are only
immune system of the toddler duration of cry”
some of the complex scientific terms used to
impress and confuse at the same time. Companies idealize their products arguing that
their add-ons enhance the immune system,
improve sight, prevent infections, reduce allergy risks and more. In reality those claims
are misleading and are mostly unfounded.
No breastmilk substitutes can provide the
same health and nutritional benefits and
advantages as breastmilk. Given that artificial nutrition undoubtedly increases health
Nestle NAN “
Aptamil Plus “
“enhances natural defences” “for difficult and hungry babies” risks, those claims are innately misleading.

Companies use resembling labels for products
that are destined for different ages
Legislation in Greece (ΥΑ Υ1/Γ.Π.47815/ 2008, Article 5, paragraph 8) provides that infant formulae and followup formulae shall be labelled in such a way that it enables consumers to make a clear distinction between
ducts so as to avoid confusion. In violation, companies use labels that are very similar: There is little
such products
differentiation from infancy to toddlerhood. A family of products
with similar brand names , logos and labelling design ensures an
“illusion” in the consumer’s subconscious to follow a one brand to
the next stage and the next, entering a peculiar “nutrition system”.
Part of the “unbreakable chain” of products are lately the
“special” milks for pregnant and breastfeeding women.

Marketing personnel aims to have indirect or
direct contact with mothers and mothers to be
E-mail from Numil Company to a mother: “Your baby is almost three months old and ending breastfeeding may
be one of the thoughts that will concern you. If you can, it would be wise to continue breastfeeding, exclusive or
not, until the sixth month. However be aware that by now you have offered your baby all the essentials for a good
start…” It is obvious from this message how exclusive breastfeeding is sabotaged, since its continuation beyond
the third month is portrayed as unnecessary even as useless.
According to the IC, marketing personnel, in their business capacity, should not seek direct or indirect contact of
any kind with pregnant women or with mothers of infants and young children. In spite of that, companies approach
mother through their websites, or by creating “clubs” and “forums”. They run “open help lines” and organize “informative” events etc to access mothers. Companies misinterpret the IC and assume, wrongly, that a mother’s signature on
a maternity facility document agreeing to receive information or an online term acceptance for information is enough
to allow them to send promotional material to parents. The
IC in reality dictates specific limitations on information and
access to protect parents from commercial influence when
making infant feeding decisions even those who consent to
receiving information.

Nutricia and «its Experts»: Pursuits for contact
with the public for “advice”, via an free phone
line, live chat and e-mail.

Findings and conclusions
These reports are only the tip of the iceberg. We become witnesses daily –even if we don’t realize it- of
IC violations in super markets, public and private
health facilities ,and in the mass media including the
internet and social media.

The mothers’
right to choose breastfeed is violated systematically
through
e
rampant and aggressive bottle culture and artificial nutrition
in a way which undermines the right of the child to the best
attainable standard of health. We should not be surprised that
mothers in Greece do not manage to breastfeed for the duration of time they wish and for as long as it is advisable. Thay are
the last we should blame for the condition of infant feeding in
the country.

Suggestions
Improving the existing legislation and ensuring its implementation

According to World Health Assembly (WHA) 63.23 [2010] member states should develop or/and support legislative, regulatory and other measures, in order to give effect to International Code of Marketing of Breastmilk Substitutes and subsequent World Health Assembly Resolutions. .
Given the systematic undermining of breastfeeding and with the objective of improving the particularly low exclusive and sustained breastfeeding rates, it is necessary to fully integrate the minimum
protection of breastfeeding and extension the protection of public health. This means implementing
the IC and relevant WHA Resolutions which clarify and extend the IC through Greek legislation.

Capacity building on infant nutrition and breastfeeding protection

All health workers have a duty to protect breastfeeding. They should be able to recognize unethical
promotion of breastmilk substitutes and report on companies which violate the IC violations.
In October 2013 IBFAN Greece is organizing the first seminar in Greece on the IC. Capacity building
on Code implementation and Code monitoring needs to become an intergral part of pre-service and
continuing health education of health workers. Breastfeeding advocates should not have to settle just
for voluntary participation. Training should include policy makers and the broader public. Companies
should ensure that their marketing personnel are fully apprised about their responsibilities under
the Code (Art 11.5) and know the boundaries in breastmilk substitutes marketing.

Ensuring implementation and enforcement

i) It is necessary to create a specialized state body whose task is to protect breastfeeding, and to
oversee the marketing activities of breastmilk-substitute companies and to monitor and evaluate
marketing practices that undermine breastfeeding.
ii) There should be a mechanism for consumers and health workers to report IC violations in maternal clinics, hospitals, health centers, private practices and for these reports to be processed and
acted upon by specified breastfeeding supervisors in the hospitals and the hospital’s administration panel and if necessary by the specialized state commission/body/committee
iii) Regular and mandatory publication of violators is of great importance. Negative public opinion
often proves to be an effective discouraging instrument
iv) According to the international NGO ,Save the Children, high level marketing executives should ensure that no IC violations occur in their area of responsibility. Executives are accountable to their
companies and ought to be considered both personally and legally responsible in case of IC violations.
v) Finally, regular cooperation of the state with society, with mother organizations and NGO’s like
IBFAN Greece can become a critical factor.

In the hard times of an economic crisis, let us invest in children’s health, achieving a better possible level of
health for new generations. This has been done by other countries going through austerity periods with great
results. It is about the welfare of our children. Let us vigorously and strictly opt for it as well.

We ask you to act in the interest of our children’s health!

