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The Prohibitive Cost of Milk

| Ingrid le Roux

Breast milk is the sdeal tood Tor babics. It should be a national health and
¢ss. there is still

nulrition priority wencourage mothers tw breast feed. Neverthe
an important role for breast milk substitutes. namely leeding habies less than six
months of age where there s no alternative.

Breast Feeding Not Always Possible

The reality in many poverty stricken arcas in South Adrica is that many infants
are nol bemng breast fed. For example. 25% ol children adotted o Philani
Nutrition Centres and 12% of children in Site B Township in Khayvelitsha have
never been breast fed, according toasurvey done in TUSK. There are many social
and economic reasons for this. For instance. mothers have to go back o work,
or children are admitted o hospital and are separated from their mothers,
Mothers themselves might be hungry and may even be starving and. as aresult,
do not produce breast milk. In these circumstances. infant formulas may be ther

only option. yel their children are often denied access o adequate breast milk
substitutes by prohibitive cost,

Over the age of six months, childeen are no longer dependent on the more
expensive spectally processed imfant formulas. but can drink ordimary milk.
Lresh or powdered. However, many children are denied aceess o ordinary milk
as well. again due 1w its high cost.

Milk or Cereals and Ground Nuts

Few people deny the value ol milk as a nutritious, well balanced component of
a child™s diet. There are. however. dilferent opimons in the international
Literature about the suitability ol milk as part of nutrition intersention prograim-
mes. Many Tear that the availability of milk will interfere with breast feeding
praciices. These concerns are indeed valid. Nutrition experts soggest that cereal
based products or ground nuts with o1l and peanut butter are more cost effectine
allernatives Tor intervention programmes. [Uis important to realise, however.
that any nutrition intervention programme which olfers a product which the
recenver leels is of Tow quality . seeond rate or only Tor the poor, 1s bound 1o (il
The product distributed must be ol excellent guality and must be perceived as
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such,

In summary. milk products do have an important role to play in child
nuteition. Formany intants and children. infant formulas and ordinary milk are
essential components ol their diet, Tt s, therelore, crucial that formulas and
ordinary milk should be available to those needing them at an altordable price.

Milk for Profit

Today. more than cnough milk is produced in this country. Its quality s
acceptable and 1t s distributed by means ol a far reachimg network. 1t is.
however, priced out of reach of the majority of South African families,

Prices are maintamed at unacceptably igh levels by removing surpluses
From the market. Milk powder and butter surpluses were exported at a loss ol
RITOS miullion during the 1991792 financial vear. Offers from companies within
South Africa o purchase these surpluses for sale at o lower price inside the
country were refused. The press reported that hundreds of tons of milk have
been dumped i the sea.

Decisions on what to do with surpluses were taken by the Dairy Board.
The magority of positions on the board were occupied by representatives ol the
tone Lreest miulh producers. Dairy Belle, NCD. Bonnita and Nestle. The

Workiing mothers can’'t be expected to breastfeed. Photo: Afrapix
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covernment subsidised the dairy mdustry o the wmount of R28N midlion in
POUT. I the same vear. the govermment only made R220 millwon v aifable Tor
the state food ard programume, 10 clear that the size of the subsidy 1o the dair
iddustry and the way in which this subsidy is used serves vested imteresis at thwe
anpense ol the poor.

The Dairy Board his been stripped of ats posers, but the Tirgest milk
producers continue o domimate the industey . Today L surpluses are still remoyed
eenn the market and artificially high prices are maintained. There can be no
Justilication Tor this ina country inwhich at least 30% of children under the aee
of Tive show marked signs of nutrtonal deficiencey,

The Progressive Health Sector Must Act

[V is untortumate that we do not have a sufficient base ol know ledee to make
approprate pohcies with regard 1o the disteibution of midk. The proeressive
health sector should commission rescarch to ety i more detail how stk and
other agricultural products are produced and priced m this country . Tood aid
programmnes by the state and nuirtion prograommees supported by nolk mann-
lacturers are wken gestures without credibility aod a0 s iaportant that the
progressive health sector challenges the corrent stitus qou,

Tgvicd fe Rowx warks for e Pliddand Noveason Centee, Capre Town
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