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bank on breast milk
To help save the l ives of premature or srck babies, a Gold Coast ini t iat ive is
paving the way for mothers' milk banks in Austral ia, writes Robin Barker.

e
{

l ] l t l . .  \S l -  \ l l l .K  lS  o l i cn

l c l c l r c t l  t o  i t s  
" l i r l r r i t l  go l t l "

l t n t l .  c spcc i l l l r  i n  t hc  c i t s c

r ) l - | r r ' L ' r l l l r t u t c  t r t '  : i c k  l r l r l r i e s .

I t l l r r .  l r  c l t r e i l r l  I i r l t  i r t  e t t s r r l i r t u

t ' l r l  t t t t l t l  t ) cu t  o l ( ) l j i e i l l  i i l l ( .

n l t r  s i cu l  r l c r  c l oP r r r cn t .  Fo r

l r  v l t l i c t r  ( ) l ' r ' c i l s ( ) ns .  n t r r t l t c l s

c l r n ' l  u l r i  u r  s  p l o r  i t l c  r n i l k  l i r r '

t h c i l  b l r b r cs .  Son t c t i t ncs  t hc r c

r t ' c  n t c t l i cu l  I ' c l l s ( ) ns  l i r l  t l t i s .

b r r l  t hc l c  u r c  t i n r cs  r i  hc l r

l r lc ls t  I  r 'c t l ing l 'u l  ls  t rp l r r l

bcc l r r r sc  o l ' i n co r r cc l  l t t l r  i e  c .

c l n o t i o r t u l .  p s v c h o l o u i c l l

l r r r t l  soc i u l  hL r r t l l c s .  I uck  t r l '

su l ) p ( ) r ' t  t r r  c l  i l r i cu l  y r l ob l c rns

t l l i l t  c i u l ' t  l t c  o r  c l co l nc .

\ \  hcn  l r l r l r i c s  u l c  I i r l l - t c rn r

l n t l  hcu l l l n .  n r ( ) ( l c t ' n  l i r l n t u l l r

i s  l  su t i s l u r ' l o l v  s r r l r s t i t r r t c .  b r r t

i l ' t l r c r  l l c  s i c k  o r '  1 - r l c rn l r l r r r c .
b l cus t  n r i l k  r r l r l . c s  u  r  i t u l

co r r t l i l . r r r t i o r r  t o  t hc i l  r c c ( ) \  c t ' \ ' .

. \  s t l r r r c c  o l '  p c r ' l c ' c t l r  b l r l l r r c c t l

r t r r t l i l i o n .  [ r l c l s t  r r r i l k  i s

i t t : t i t n l l r  i t b so lbe t l  l t r r t l  so

p r l uccs  t hc  l c l r s t  s t r css  on  t l t c sc

l l l g i l c  b l b i c s .  l t  l r l s o  p r c r  c n t s

l i r r t l t e r  t l l r r n l r r : c  l r r  I r l r r t c t l i r r s
, t , : l r i t t ' l  l r  r  l t t  i r ' t r  r t l ' t t t l e c l t t ' n .

I t r  $  h i ch  s i ck  ( ) l  I r ' c l i l l l l r l r c
h l r h i cs  u l c  r  r r l r r cn tb l c .

I ) c sp i t c  h t r uc  i n r y rn r r  c r t r cn t s

rn  t hc  r nu r rL r l i r e  t r r l c  o l ' l i r r n ru l u .

l l t t '  r  : r I i r ' l r  ( ) l ' n r . r t t  i L n l  : l n ( .

r n r r r r r r r r o l t l q i c l t l  l l t c t o r s  t l l r t  l r r c

n r cscn t  i n  l r l c l s t  r n i l l i  u l c  no t

l i r L r r t t l  i n  l i r l r r r r r l l  [ . r c cuusc

b rcus t  n r i l l .  i s  l r  I i r  r ng  su t r s t l ncc

t l l u t  c ( ) ns t i l n t l \  c l t ungcs  l n t l  i s

l r ( ) r c  c ( ) n r l ) l c \  t l t l r n  b l o t r d

l l r c l s t  n r i l k  c ( ) n t l l ( ) nc l t t s  \  l u ' \

l i t l n  r i r l t t l t t t  t t r  r r o t ' t . t l t n .  l l o r r r

l r t r ' : t : l  l t '  h | e l r s t .  t l r r l i r t t  l l r c

\ ' { r u t \ c  ( r l  i l  l i ' r ' t l  l t t t r l  ( ) \ c t ' l i l i l c .

\ c t .  n r r  s l c r i o t r s l r .  c r  cn  t l r oug l r

i nd i r  i t l L r l r l  r r r  j l l i  r  r r l i c s .  l r ab i cs

t h r i r  c  o n  i r l l  t h e  r  l l i u t i o n s .

\ \ 'c t lon't  krrol r t l r l t  / /r ' l rccttrsc
lu 1-r lccisc lrnulr sis ol ' tr lclst
r r r i l k  i s  i r rposs ib lc .  bLr t  r r  c  do
knoti  thcrc i l lc nrorc than l  (X)

idcnti  l lcd c()nrponcnts lr l l rrgct l
in cot 'r 'cct proport iorrs lrrrt l
cor.t tposit iorrs. st l  t l tcr lrrc
lubsorbctl  rcrr cl l ic icnt lr ' .  I l r
Iookins l t . just u l l ' rr  ol ' thc lrusic
i r tg r t 'd icn ts .  i t ' s  poss ib lc  to
t l c rnons tnr tc  thc  un icpc  r l ru r l i t i cs
o l 'b lcus t  rn i l k .  F t r r  c ra rnp lc :

. . \ l icr r i  i l tcr ' .  lut r i lukcs up t l te
nc\t bigr. lcst Plrrt  ol ' l rrcast
r n i l k .  L l n l i k c  t h c  l l t  i n  l i r r n r r r l u
(unc l  o t l rc l  l i ro t l )  th i r t  hus  to  bc
bnrkcn  r lon  n  in  thc  l r r  c r '
l re l i r rc  l r l r sor 'P t io r r .  t l re  l r r t  i r r
b rc l ts t  n r i l k  cor r tu ins  u  spccra l
cn / \  n rc  thu t  n rukcs  thc  l l t
i n s t u r t t l r  d i s c s t i b l c  u  i t h o L r t
so ins  to  thc  l i r  c r  l i r s t .  S t r  lu r ' .
t l t c  la ts  in  b rc ls l  n r i l l i  cu r r r ro t
l rc  t ' cp l i cu tc t l .

' l  
hc  t r i  t t  t l l ) cs  ( ) l ' l l t1 ) tc in  i l t  c

\ ' i r \ \ ' i n  i ln r l  r i  l te r .  T l tc  r ' l t :e  tn
o t ' t t t i l l .  c u r t l  i n  b l c u s t  n t i l k  i s
s r l l i  l n t i  sn l t l l .  l tn r l  c i t s \  t ,
r l i s c s t .  r r r r l i k c  l h c  b r s  l r r d  s o l i d
c i tsc i r t  i t t  c ( ) \ \  ( ) r '1 - l ( ) i l t  n i l l k .
T l tc  r i  hc r .  thc  c lcur  I l r r id  l c l i
\ \  l t cn  n r i l k  c l ( ) ts .  c ( ) l t ta ins  n t i ln \
o l ' t h c  u c t i r  c  i r n t i b o t l i c s  t l t r t
p lo tcc t  l r lb ics  l ionr  t l i sc lsc .

Thr '  n r l in  curbohv t ln r tc  i s
luc tosc .  r r  I t i ch  supp l ics  cncrgv
to  l r l tb ics '  [ rn r ins .  T I tc  lac rosc
i r r  b lcus t  n r r l k  con ta ins  a
clr ' l rolrr t lnt lc knon rt as
"b i l ldus  l l c to r " .  r i  h ich  s tops
l t l r l r t t l i r l  Sc t ' t t t s  l lo t t t  S lo r r ,  t t tu
i r ts i t l c  b lb ics '  gLr ts .  Thc
Iuc tosc  in  t r l cus t  rn i l k  l l so
lu i t l s  in  thc  c l ' l t c t i r  t .  u t rsor 'p t io r r

t
t

I

%

\ .

l : :  " : l : t i l i

, : ! t ] ( l

, / : l |  l { r i r l

i l n ( j

;  ( l :  l :

, ; 1 r ' 1 1 l i t l

:h

h**

, \,\,

o l  c t r l c i u r n

\ \ \ \  l l \  ' , , ,  1 1 6 7



DONOR MILK
Until the late l9th century, it
was recognised that human
milk was crucial for the
survival of babies. When
mothers couldn't (or, in the
case ofthe aristocracy, chose
not to) breastfeed, donor milk
via wet nurses - friends,
relatives or paid strangers -

was the preferred option. Yet
by the tum of last century,
difficulty in finding wet nurses,
plus an increasing reluctance
to breastfeed by proxy for social
reasons and an awareness of
the possibility of disease
transmission, led to greater
attention being paid to
commercially produced milk.
rui lk banks
In Australia, until the arrival
of infections such as HIV and
hepatitis C, it was common in
hospitals to use expressed breast
milk (pooled and boiled up in
a big saucepan) donated by
women with milk to spare, for
premature or sick babies who
required it. During the 1980s,
when HIV and other viral
infections became issues, the
number of milk banks declined
dramatically because of the
difficulties of screening the
donors and processing the
milk safely.

Since the 1990s, thanks to
the realisation ofthe benefits
of human milk and greater
knowledge of how to collect
and store it safely, the donor
milk bank business has been
growing again. For example,
America has I l, the UK has
l7 and Canada has one. These
numbers trail Europe, where
milk banks are prevalent.
Brazil has 300 milk banks. In
contrast, Australia has none.

However, at the John Flynn
Private Hospital on the Gold
Coast in Queensland, midwife
and lactation consultant Marea
Ryan, with the support of the
local community, has kick-
started interest and enthusiasm
for the establishment and
management of Australia's first
donor milk bank by setting up
a private company, Mothers
Milk Bank Pty Ltd.

"Australia is one of the few
countries that does not have
a centre for the pasteurisation
of mother's milk," says Marea.
"Many mothers with extra
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milk have expressed their
desire to help other families
and, with a pasteurisation unit
in place, we would have the
opportunity to save lives and
to greatly improve the health
of these needy infants."
How do milk banks work?
Potential donors go through a
screening process, following
similar protocols used for
blood donors. This includes
telephone interviews and
blood tests. Donors must be in
good health, be non-smokers,
not consume alcohol within
a certain period and not take
medication. It must be
emphasised that breastfeeding
on an individual basis is not
necessarily discouraged for
these reasons - apart from
HIV. active TB infections
or some specific drugs - but
extra precautions must be taken
when donor milk is being
pooled, stored and distributed.

The donor milk is then
processed through steps that
involve scrubbing, pouring,
mixing, pooling, fi lling,
pasteurising and lab testing.
Milk is sorted into milk from
mothers of full-term babies
and milk from mothers of
premature babies. In some banks,
milk from mothers who don't eat
dairy foods is sorted separately.

The amount of milk
collected from each donor
varies from woman to woman
and from week to week. Most
useful is a regular supply
of small amounts. Thirty
millilitres (one ounce) of milk
will feed a tiny premature
baby for a day and a half.

Donating is not possible for
everyone. Some women feed
their own babies successfully,
but have no milk to spare.
Others find expressing milk
impossible, even though their
own babies are thriving, and

donating takes up time that
some mothers don't have.

However, there are many
mothers around Australia
with extra milk who would
welcome the opportunity to
help other families whose
babies need human milk.

The federal government,
through the Therapeutic
Goods Administration, has
approved the establishment
of a milk bank. but $350.000
is needed to get it up and
running. And once we have
one milk bank working
and showing the enormous
benefits to be gained, it
will lead the way for banks
being established all
over Australia.

As Dr Lisa Amir, health
professional research fellow
at Melboume's La Trobe
University, notes, "A milk
bank is a straightforward
place. We do so much 'high-

tech' work for our premature
and sick infants in Australia.
surely we can run milk banks?
Common cents - sorry, sense
- tells us we need to start
banking this liquid gold." r

Robin Barker is the author
ofBaby Love, .8-lJ, andThe
Mighty Toddler, $35, both
published bv Pan Macmillan.

WHY HUMAN MILK BANKS
ARE NEEDED IN AUSTRALIA
o The World Health
Organisation and UNICEF
strongly recommend the
use of  donor human mi lk
when mother 's  mi lk  is
not available.
o Human mi lk  conta ins
growth factors that protect
immature tissue and
promote healing of
damaged t issue.  The unique
composition of breast milk
includes enzymes, growth
factors, hormones and
immunological  and ant i -
inflammatory properties
that cannot be replicated.
o Pasteurised mothers' milk
has therapeutic benefits
for babies who have failure
to thrive, heart problems,
malabsorption and short gut
syndromes, renal failure,
feeding intolerance,
diarrhoea, sepsis and for
premature babies and
paediatric burns patients.
a Necrotising enterocolit is
(NEc) is a devastating
condition for premature
babies in  which the l in ing
of  the in test inal  wal l  d ies.
Breast milk is a proven
preventative for NEC.
O Donor human mi lk  saves
healthcare dollars.


