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• Lecturer in Nutrition and breastfeeding researcher 
within the School of Biological, Health and Sports 
Sciences, TU Dublin

• Voluntary member of Baby Feeding Law Group Ireland
• Co-ordinator of the World Breastfeeding Trends 

Initiative Core Group for Ireland
• Active funding:

• North South Ireland Research Programme, HEA
• Secondary Data Analysis Project, HRB

• Mother to two children who were breastfed (but no 
longer are)

About me



1. Irish breastfeeding recommendations & rates
2. Recent research on breastfeeding-related care received by 

parents
3. National breastfeeding policy

• Breastfeeding action plan 2016-2023 (since extended)
• Hospital-specific policies related to breastfeeding

4. The WHO Code of Marketing of Breast-Milk Substitutes
5. World Breastfeeding Trends Initiative-Ireland, 2023 Report
6. National services related to breastfeeding

• The Human Milk Bank
• National Medicines Information Centre

7. Other services
8. Open discussion / questions

Webinar overview



Breastfeeding recommendations
• Exclusive 

breastfeeding to 6 
months

• Introduce appropriate 
complementary foods

• Continued 
breastfeeding until 
child is 2 or older



Breastfeeding rates in Ireland (2022)
Metric Timing Percentage

Ever breastfed At birth 63.6

Any breastfeeding 72 hours 62.4

Exclusive breastfeeding 72 hours 39.5

Any breastfeeding 3 months 43

Exclusive breastfeeding 3 months 31.1



The Irish context

Any breastfeeding at 3 
months



Perspectives of parents regarding 
breastfeeding-related care

• Survey conducted in 
2022 in collaboration 
with Bainne Beatha

• 5,412 responses
• 50% aged 31-35
• 38% living in Dublin
• >99% ever breastfed
• >62% had disposable 

income beyond their 
needs



• Survey included a mixture of closed-ended and 
open-ended (qualitative) questions

• Two themes were created from the qualitative 
responses to the question: 

“If you have any other comments about the 
breastfeeding support you received in the 

maternity unit or during your home birth, please 
add them here:”



1.1 Inaccessible 
support

1.2 Inadequate 
support

‘LC’s were too busy, not 
available when needed, 
don’t work weekends or 

shifts…’ (1237).

‘It seemed like they 
wanted to help but 

didn’t have the right, 
practical knowledge 

to be actually helpful’ 
(2373).

Theme 1: Support was inaccessible, inadequate and/or inappropriate

1.3 Inappropriate 
Support

‘…One midwife 
was very rough & 
just kept shoving 
his [baby] head 
at my breast…’ 

(1834).



Theme 2: Breastfeeding support in theory but not in practice…

2.1 Breastfeeding 
problems were not 
given breastfeeding 

solutions

‘You’re so 
vulnerable in 

those moments, 
to be told you’re 
failing, without 
any solutions 

offered apart from 
formula is just 

soul crushing…’ 
(4602).

2.2 Emphasis on 
formula in the 

maternity ward 

‘…During antenatal 
classes the midwives 

are very pro 
breastfeeding, but 

once the baby is born 
they offer formula all 

the time…’ (2199).

2.3 Poor knowledge 
and conflicting advice 

from healthcare 
professionals

‘Advice was so 
conflicting.  Every 

midwife gave different 
techniques.  So 
frustrating and 

confusing…’ (5185).



National Breastfeeding Action Plan
• Primary framework for advancing 

breastfeeding support in Ireland.

• Set a target of annually 
increasing “any breastfeeding” 
rates by 2% while implementing 
additional policies at both 
hospital and community levels.

• National Breastfeeding 
Implementation Group who are 
partnering with the Department 
of Health and key divisions within 
the HSE to progress a range of 
actions under 5 key areas.



National Breastfeeding Action Plan
Progress report published Oct 2024

• Key highlights include:
• increase in the number of dedicated infant feeding 

specialists available to support mothers (from 15 to 59 
since 2017)

• new National Infant Feeding Education programme 
underway for HSE staff

• an 18.6% increase in the percentage of babies breastfed 
at the 3 months developmental check-up since 2015

• (35.4% in 2015 vs. 42% in 2023)
• almost 22,000 queries answered via the HSE online 

breastfeeding support service since 2016



National Breastfeeding Action Plan
• The future…

• The Department of Health is establishing a 
steering group including multiple stakeholders 
across healthcare, the voluntary sector, and 
academia (among others) to develop a new 
National Breastfeeding Policy.   



Other national policies that reference 
breastfeeding



The WHO Code of Marketing of 
Breast-Milk Substitutes (the “Code”)

• International health policy 
framework for breastfeeding 
promotion

• Recommends restrictions 
on marketing of breast-milk 
substitutes

• And recommends 
substitutes are used safely if 
needed

• Companies are only subject 
to legal sanctions for failing 
to abide by the Code where 
it has been incorporated 
into the legislature of a 
nation state



The “Code”

Note that the Code does not 
allow donations of 
breastmilk substitutes, 
bottles or teats to the health 
care system for distribution.

 However, if the health care 
system purchases these 
products, it may distribute 
them to mothers



Irish law and the “Code”
• General

• Defines “infant formula” and “follow-on formula”
• Prescribes the protein source & set out compositional criteria
• Describe levels of pesticides allowed in infant formula

• Labelling
• Must state target audience, nutritional composition, instructions for 

preparation
• Must contain a statement containing the superiority of 

breastfeeding
• May not include pictures of infants, or text that idealises the 

product
• Marketing

• Point-of-sale advertising, giving of samples or any other 
promotional device to induce sales of infant formula directly to the 
consumer at the retail level, such as special displays, discount 
coupons, premiums, special sales, loss-leaders, and tie-in sales, 
are prohibited. 



“Code” and legislation violations



The HSE’s “Code” policy



The HSE’s “Code” policy
• To ensure that parents have factual unbiased information 

when it comes to their child’s nutrition by eliminating 
inappropriate advertising of breast milk substitute 
products.

• Issues include: 



The HSE’s “Code” policy





WBTi key findings: Ireland



WBTi key findings: Ireland

“Data not 
available”



Summary so far…

A lot done. More to do.

Published 
2024



The Human Milk Bank
The only milk bank on the island 

of Ireland is in Enniskillen, NI. 

Serves 27 neonatal units in 
hospitals across the island.



National Medicines Information 
Centre



Other services of interest
Wendy Jones BSc, MSc, PhD, MRPharmS, Community 
Pharmacist, UK

NOTE: These resources are written by a UK pharmacist and are displayed here for 
information purposes only. Always ensure that you comply with Irish pharmacy and 

medicines legislation.



Discussion 
& questions
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