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India needs breast milk donors to save lives of lakhs of
preterm babies
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Twentyfouryear old Divyani Malhotra should have been over the moon with the birth of her
baby girl; instead she was a more than usual harried new mother.
Her baby girl was a preemie. Doctors were repeatedly telling her that breastfeeding would improve the odds for her baby but Divyani had a
problem: she was unable to feed her baby. Doctors were not wrong.
Studies show that babies fed breast milk have a 14 times higher rate of survival in the first six months than those who are not. Breast milk,
doctors say, is full of nutrients necessary and goes a long way in preventing infant deaths.
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In the past, women like
Divyani would rely on wet nurses but that is no longer a possibility. But the fact she lived in Delhi proved to be a boon for her baby. She
was able to access a breast milk bank and her preemie daughter the nutrients crucial to saving her life.
A breast milk bank is a service much like the blood bank. It collects, screens, processes and provides human milk donated by nursing
mothers to premature and newborn infants whose mothers are unable to feed them.
Had it not been for the milk bank, Divyani's baby could well have been among the 3 lakh preterm babies that the government estimates die
every year.
Dr Ankit Srivastava, founder of Breast Milk Foundation, says that the milk bank is a proven solution against lifethreatening illnesses,
serious infections and other complications related to preterm birth.
It is not just preterm babies who benefit from this intervention. Infant mortality in the newborn period (the first month) can be drastically
reduced through an intervention that would ensure that mothers who are unable to feed their babies can access breast milk for them.
This is not a theoretical proposition. Brazil has shown that it can be done. Beginning 1985, a chemist Joao Arigio Guerrade Almeida began
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working to transform what was till then commercial enterprises where women sold their breast milk into a network that would ensure that
mothers who were unable to feed their babies had access to breast milk—knitting together a 217unit strong Brazilian Milk Bank Network.
The results have been spectacular. The infant mortality rate reduced by 73 per cent from 63.2 per 1,000 births in 1985 to 19.6 in 2013.
India, despite the gains in reducing infant mortality, continues to have a high death rate in the first month: 43 per 1,000 live births.
According to a Lancet report, of the 14 lakh underfive children who died in 2012, more than half of the deaths were of babies who were
under 28 days' old.
Given the proven benefits of breast milk for infants, Dr Raghuram Mallaiah, director of Neonatology at Fortis La Femme, Delhi's sole
breast milk bank which was opened in collaboration with Breast Milk Foundation, says that for many mothers, who are unable to
breastfeed their vulnerable, hospitalised babies, pasteurised donor milk is an "essential alternative."
Yet, despite the need, and the efficacy of the intervention, India has only 14 such banks. "More such banks are badly needed," says
Divyani. Typically it costs Rs 1.25 crore to set up a milk bank.
These banks are usually attached to neonatal units in hospital. Milk banks can also exist as standalone units, howeverthat
wouldrequireastrong network and relationship with hospitals that would require its services.
India also has guidelines in place that govern the functioning and the processes used to ensure quality of the collected milk. Social stigma
is one reason for not donating breast milk. Many women still feel that it's a taboo.
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For a country which has taken decades to get used to the concept of donating blood, it's not going to be an easy task convincing them
about the merits of donating breast milk. It is for this reason that Srivastava is uneasy about comparisons with Brazil, where donating
breast milk is common place as donating blood. "The concept of human milk bank is not easily accepted and welcomed by a large number
of people in India," he said.
Countries like Brazil have made serious efforts to enhance the knowledge about such banks and make them popular among people.
What Brazil required was an affordable network and linking banks with neonatal units while in India what is required is creating a mindset
that takes the stigma out of donating breast milk.
Civil society organisations and experts in the field suggest outreach campaigns aimed at new mothers to highlight donating excess milk
can help save lives of infants, who for a variety of reasons are not being breastfed.
Another impediment has been the idea that 'formula milk' is an effective alternative to breast milk, says Srivastava. But Srivastava is
optimistic: "Things will change as awareness about such banks spreads. And hopefully, it will not take the country another 25 years to
realise the need for setting set up many more such banks on a warfooting."
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