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In the infant feeding arena, the appropriate  role of the private sector has been the centre of controversy for decades . The World Health Assembly, the world¹s highest health policy setting forum, has defined a clear role for the companies that market breastmilk substitutes,  namely, compliance with the International Code of Marketing of Breast-milk Substitutes. No more, no less.  Every two years the Assembly has affirmed this with new WHA Resolutions which have strengthened and supported these principles. 

The WHA resolutions and the time spent at the Assembly are recognition of the fact that breastfeeding is an essential lifeline for millions of infants. Breastfeeding  not only provides  optimal nutrition but also confers benefits to women's health. There can be no food more locally produced, more sustainable or more environmentally friendly than a mother¹s breastmilk, the only food required by an infant for the first six months of life. It is a naturally renewable resource,  which requires no packaging or transport, results in no wastage  and is free. Breastfeeding can also help reduce family poverty, which is a major cause of malnutrition. An increase in optimal breastfeeding practices could save the lives of 1.5 million infants each year. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 24) also recognizes the contribution breastfeeding makes to the right of the child to the highest attainable standard of health. It follows that marketing practices that violate the International Code and its Resolutions and which disrupt breastfeeding violate children¹s rights

The International Baby Food Action Network, in its efforts to remove all obstacles to breastfeeding and to to protect the rights of women to make informed decisions about infant feeding,  advocates that these resolutions are adopted as law or equivalent in every country in the world along with truly independent verification systems. 

IBFAN now has over 200 member groups working in over 100 countries, 20 of which organise boycott actions against Nestle, the market leader with 40% of the global $11 billion market. Thousands of consumers in these countries  choose not to eat Nestle  products . In many countries, and especially the UK the Boycott is strongest, Nestle sponsorship is a controversial  and many NGOs, celebrities and local councils refuse to take Nestle money.  All these actions are taken with the aim of raising awareness of the harm caused by this particular company and persuading it to change its marketing practices. .

Throughout the last two decades, the baby feeding companies have tried to establish a strong role for themselves, knowing that health and education services represent a key marketing opportunity. Companies are keen to fund the infant feeding research (on which health policies are based) and to pay for midwives, teachers, education materials and community projects.  They are even ready to fund Œcritical¹ NGOs.

Much to the industry¹s frustration, time and again the World Health Assembly has discussed these offers and has politely refused, stressing instead the critical importance of independent research and the right of mothers to independent information about infant feeding ​ knowing that the decisions a mother makes can affect not only her own health, but whether her child lives or dies. 

Its not surprising that companies ignore and undermine the Code¹s three fundamental principles. 
1. That its resolutions are universal and apply to ALL countries
2. That they cover ALL breastmilk substitutes, not just infant formula
3. That Companies must comply with the Code and all its resolutions in ALL countries, independently of government action.

Many corporations are now making far-reaching promises about corporate responsibility and are pressing to be seen as partners in a joint struggle for a more sustainable future. Should this change our way of thinking? Should we  respond by entering partnerships with these companies, working together as one big happy family?  Will this do more to help them make the changes we all want? 

On the basis of its experience, IBFAN believes that such a strategy poses great risks to health, threatening  the existence of independent  monitoring and verification systems. IBFAN also considers that the  partnership phenomenon is in many cases industry driven and used by companies  as Œcause-related marketing.¹  It helps companies link their names to prestigious agencies and is used in to offset criticism. There is scant independent  evidence to show its benefits. IBFAN believes that now, more than ever,  the NGO community and the UN system should take steps to hold on to their independence and that certainly  companies involved in  the baby food industry should not be considered credible partners.  

Despite claims to the contrary, monitoring carried out by IBFAN,  Save the Children, UNICEF  and many others, has consistently shown that the baby food industry systematically violates the International Code and its Resolutions,  Nestle¹s violations are so numerous that in the latest report from IBFAN, Breaking the Rules 2002,  they had to be placed in a chart format. On the basis of this monitoring, in July 2001,  Nestlé and all the baby food companies were excluded from the FTSE4 Good Index for socially responsible investment.
 
Baby Feeding companies undermine government efforts to implement the Code and its Resolutions. Nestle, the largest food company in the world, is a particular concern in this regard. In India, for example,  it not only lobbied against the proposed law for many years, but when, after the Law was passed, it faced criminal charges over its labelling, it issued a Writ Petition (which still stands) against the Indian Government, rather than accept the charges. 

Baby Feeding companies say one thing and do another Just a few months after making public promises to support WHO recommendations on exclusive breastfeeding Nestle launched a high profile advertising campaign in India, promoting foods from 4 months. At the same time Nestlé leads the whole industry in a battle with IBFAN and many governments over the Codex labelling standards which will be used in any trade disputes. 

With their enormous resources, such companies are able to produce brochures such as Infant feeding in the developing world, and ŒThe Nestlé Sustainability Review¹ ​ and to present what amounts to little more than Œbusiness as usual¹ as a major step forward in sustainable development. Worse still such companies are putting themselves forward as nutrition educators for our children. 

After more than two decades it is now clear that the baby food industry has no intention of complying with UN recommendations on infant feeding unless they are forced to do so by law or consumer pressure.   Instead of being diverted into partnerships, surely the NGO and UN community and Governments should instead concentrate on exposing bad practice and bringing in legal frameworks that will, in the long term,  stop corporations from harming health and ensure that the Board Members of corporations are held personally accountable for their practices.  

If the food industry cannot be trusted with the health of the tiniest most vulnerable consumers how can it be trusted to safeguard the rest of the population?

Recommendations: 
The UN and the NGO Community should evaluate the impact of partnerships with TNCs and see if they really are a benefit. 
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