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NATIONAL BREASTFEEDING WEEK

18-24 October 2010

Breastfeeding: Just 10 Steps – the Baby Friendly Way

From 18 to 24 October 2010, the Ministry of Health of Albania, with UNICEF and WHO support, will celebrate the National Breastfeeding Week. This year’s theme is “Breastfeeding: Just 10 steps. The Baby Friendly Way”.

Breast-feeding is ideal for child development and wellbeing. It also contributes to good health for mothers. This is the key message that the Ministry of Health – supported by UNICEF and WHO, will promote during the National Breastfeeding Week.

As part of the Baby Friendly Hospital Initiative, “Breastfeeding: Just 10 Steps. The Baby Friendly Way” aims to: highlight the importance of the 10 steps for the successful breastfeeding in health care institutions; recognize importance of health care institutions, health workers and communities towards making breastfeeding an easy and natural choice for mothers; educate mothers, families and society about the dangers of infant formulas and the importance of breast milk for child’s growth, development and wellbeing, and benefits  to mother’s health; make breastfeeding information and support available to mothers, whether in health-care institutions, at home, or at the workplace.
During this week, the Maternity Hospital in Durres will be certified as a baby-friendly hospital following successful evaluation of the implementation of the 10 steps. The ceremony will be attended by the Minister of Health. 

Currently, the maternity hospitals of Korca, Shkodra, Kukes, Vlora and the two maternity hospitals in Tirana are under evaluation. Today, it is widely accepted that early initiation of breastfeeding within the first hour after birth is the best start in life. Also, there are widely recognized benefits of exclusive breastfeeding for the first six months of life, and the continuation of breastfeeding in the second year and beyond. 
In the short and long-term, breastfeeding improves the health of both mother and child and contributes to achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to which Albania is committed – Goal # 4: Reduce child mortality; and Goal # 5: Improve maternal health.
Albania launched the implementation of this initiative in 1998 with the certification of the first maternity hospital in Lezha as, "Baby Friendly Hospital". It became the first such hospital not just in Albania, but the entire Balkan region. Currently, Albania has five maternity hospitals certified as Baby Friendly Hospitals:  Lezha, Fier, Lushnja, Peshkopi and Tropoja. Maternity hospitals in Tirana have received certificates of commitment for meeting 80% of the steps. 
The most recent report of the World Health Organization showed that while the benefits of exclusive breastfeeding are widely recognized, the global rate of exclusive breast-feeding (defined by WHO as feeding of only breast milk to the babies in the first 6 months of life, without any other liquid or solid food, not even water), is still less than 40 percent. 
According to surveys conducted by the Ministry of Health, UNICEF, WHO and local IBFAN, Albania’s percentage of exclusive breastfeeding for the first 6 months is increased from 6% in 1999 to 39%  in 2009, as indicated by the Albanian Demographic and Health Survey (ADHS), 2008-09. This figure shows a stable improvement but more efforts should be done to keep this trend upgraded. 
In 1999, the Parliament of the Republic of Albania adopted the “Law on the Promotion and Protection of Breastfeeding” based on the  International Code on Marketing of Breast Milk Substitutes, drafted by WHO/UNICEF and endorsed by 181 member countries, as one of the most important instruments for the protection of breastfeeding. Based on the requirements of the International Code, the Albanian law regulates trade and related practices for breast milk substitutes, including industrial milk and other dairy products when they are traded, or represented as suitable for use, as partial or complete replacement of breast milk.
Breast milk substitutes have a negative impact on child growth and development. The law does not prohibit the sale of these products, but only commercial marketing, advertising and promotion. Also, the law requires health centers, at local and national level, to promote, support and protect breastfeeding and increase awareness on the disadvantages of infant formulas. 
During this year’s Breastfeeding Week, the Ministry of Health and the Public Health Institute, jointly with UNICEF and WHO, have prepared a plan of activities including TV shows in national and local media, where professionals will be invited to talk about the importance of breastfeeding for both babies and mothers. Information materials on breastfeeding and the baby friendly hospital initiative will be printed and disseminated in maternities and primary health care centers. Awareness raising activities will be organized with mothers and health personnel in the 10 health centers in Durres region. 
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