
When Simmy Li, 31,
returned to work from
maternity leave at the
end of April she was

given a welcome-back gift 
of dreams.

Her bosses at the Hong Kong
Committee for Unicef, elated with
the first birth in the office in some
20 years, had converted a toilet –
about the length and width of a car
– into a nursing room. It was
furnished with a fridge, air purifier,
electric outlet, a table and a chair.

Basic it may be, but for Li, a new
mother who has chosen to
breastfeed her child, there is
nothing like a designated clean and
private area in the workplace for
expressing breast milk in peace.

Under the Baby Friendly
Hospital Initiative (BFHI), launched
here in 1992, the Hong Kong
Committee for Unicef hopes more
employers of all industries will
follow suit and provide such
facilities in workplaces. In line with
World Breastfeeding Week, which
ends this Sunday, the committee is
emphasising the point.

“You don’t need a luxurious
space; you’re talking about a very
small but clean and relaxing
environment,” says Irene Chan,
chief executive of the committee.
“It’s really about the readiness to
plan and help.”

Unicef’s nursing room in its Blue
Pool Road office cost only HK$2,500
to set up. The money, however,
goes a long way in promoting the
health of both mother and baby.

Breastfeeding is one of the most
effective ways to ensure child health
and survival, according to the
World Health Organisation (WHO).
Babies who are not breastfed are
more likely to have gastroenteritis,
chest infections and “a whole lot of
health issues”, says Dr Patricia Ip,
BFHI chairwoman.

The WHO recommends
exclusive breastfeeding for babies
until the age of six months and
continued breastfeeding, with
appropriate complementary foods,
for children aged two or beyond.

In a study by University of Hong
Kong researchers published last
year in BioMed Central Pregnancy
and Childbirth, it was found that
few mothers in the city breastfed
exclusively, and most of those who
did stopped within three months.

Caden, who turned six months
old last week, has been exclusively
breastfed by Li and has not fallen 
ill since birth. Every day, Li spends
about 30 minutes to 45 minutes in

the nursing room to express her
milk. “I’ve decided to breastfeed my
child for as long as I can,” says Li, an
assistant manager.

Breastfeeding rates have been
low in Hong Kong in the past, 
but Ip says they are rising. About
20 years ago, statistics collected 
by BFHI found that roughly two out
of 10 mothers leaving the hospital
intended to breastfeed their child.
Now seven to eight out of 10
mothers intend to do it. 

Furthermore, Ip says about half
of Hong Kong mothers return to
work after childbirth, hence the
importance of supporting
breastfeeding at workplaces.

Chan says employers should
also have a policy that allows
for nursing breaks.

Under the International Labour

Organisation’s (ILO) Convention
No 183: “A woman shall be provided
with the right to one or more daily
breaks or a daily reduction of hours
of work to breastfeed her child.”
The number and duration of these
interruptions is up to national laws
and regulations – but should be
counted as working time and
remunerated accordingly.

According to the ILO’s report
Maternity at Work: a review of
national legislation published last
year, at least 92 countries have laws
providing for breastfeeding and
regular breaks for mothers.

However, a check with the Hong
Kong Labour Department’s
Employment Ordinance online
found no mention of breastfeeding
under the chapter on Maternity
Protection.

“If employers provide the
facilities and encouragement, the
retention rate of working mothers
will be much higher,” says Chan.

The rate of absenteeism will also
drop, says Ip. “Most of the time it
isn’t the mother who is taking sick
leave [for herself], but ... to look
after a sick child.”

Li advises employees returning
from maternity leave to speak up
and let management know their
needs. Ask, she tells them, and
you’ll be likelier to receive.
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Simmy Li advises
employees returning
from maternity
leave to speak up
and let management
know their needs as
nursing mothers.
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It’s crucial to a child’s long-term health
Professor Ellis Hon Kam-lun of Chinese University’s department of paediatrics
says: “Breastfeeding provides a foundation towards good health.” His research
shows that formula-fed babies have a higher risk of contracting diseases and
suffering obesity. “Breastfed babies have reduced rates of sudden infant death
syndrome during childhood, and cardiovascular disease and diabetes when
aged,” he says. Those breastfed perform better in intelligence tests, too.

Breast milk is better than formula
University of Virginia researchers found strong evidence that breast milk, with
natural enzymes, reduces the incidence of a wide range of diseases. “Breast
milk supports the baby’s immunity and provides the perfect balance of
nutrients,” says Fern Hauck, associate professor of family medicine and public
health sciences. Valerie Wiens, a leader from La Leche League, a non-profit body
that promotes breastfeeding, adds: “Antibodies are not found in formula and
therefore don’t offer the natural nutrient profile to support a growing baby.” 

Breast milk is a complete meal
Packed with proteins, fats and vitamins, a single serving of breast milk provides
a baby’s necessary nutrients. The protein lysozyme protects against E Coli and
salmonella, promotes the growth of healthy intestinal flora, and has anti-
inflammatory functions. Sarah Hung from La Leche League says: “A baby
starting on solids is likely exposed to pathogens. Since breast milk changes with
the baby’s growth, the body builds up a natural defence against disease.”

It’s good for mum too
Breastfeeding could help with post-pregnancy weight loss, as it uses about 500
calories a day, says Hung. Health conditions such as breast and ovarian cancer,
type-2 diabetes, obesity and postnatal depression are less common in women
who have breastfed. Besides, breast milk is readily available and affordable.
Michelle Tchea, healthpost@scmp.com
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