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Part of the Equality Act, which came into
force on October 1st, protects women
throughout Britain from discrimination
when they are breastfeeding. There is no
age restriction; the law protects a mother
for as long as she continues to breastfeed
her child. In Scotland, children under two
years of age also have a legal right to drink
milk in public. The Equality Act doesn’t
apply in Northern Ireland, but the Sex
Discrimination Act has provisions, which,
although less clear, should provide similar
protection against discrimination. NCT
has lobbied for these rights, along with
other organisations who are part of the
Breastfeeding Manifesto Coalition (BMC).

The laws will only help mothers and
babies if people who run and staff public
venues – such as restaurants, libraries,
sports centres and museums – are aware
of them. Other customers also need to
know about women’s rights, and it is vital
that young women making decisions
about breastfeeding realise that they have
protection under the law. 

Several NCT branches publicised the
Equality Act provisions during
Breastfeeding Week in June, and we
should carry on doing so. 

Making breastfeeding
mothers feel welcome
Feeling welcome and supported to
breastfeed in public places is an important
influence on decisions about
breastfeeding rates.  Feeling welcome to
feed anywhere makes breastfeeding more
practical for mothers (for example, not
having to organise times to go out around
feeds ), and many women and their
partners have never witnessed
breastfeeding before having their own
baby.1 Greater visibility of breastfeeding
will increase the number who are familiar
with breastfeeding in everyday life and
make it easier for them to breastfeed. 

Breastfeeding rates are lowest among
young mothers and women with fewer
years of education. These groups are also

less likely to breastfeed in public places;
many teenagers still feel breastfeeding in
front of others would be embarrassing
and unacceptable.2

The UK has been one of the least
breastfeeding-friendly countries, and it
will take time to change this culture. Many
local breastfeeding welcome schemes
have been set up by NCT branches, by
Sure Start Groups, local authorities, health
promotion departments and throughout
Northern Ireland and Wales, which have
country-wide schemes.  

The Breastfeeding Welcome Scheme,
developed by the BMC, builds on the
experience of NCT and other BMC
members working in local areas across
the UK over a number of years. The
scheme, co-ordinated by NCT, aims to
improve the support available to women
breastfeeding when they are out and
about.  

In late 2008 - April 2009, the
Breastfeeding Network (BfN) and NCT,
both members of the BMC, coordinated a
project to develop a breastfeeding-
friendly places scheme within NHS
Camden. This project had four phases:

Phase 1: Building the case for
Breastfeeding Access All Areas
This phase carried out initial research,
including focus groups with local women,
focus groups with local business and
community venues and secondary
research of available evidence on the
need for, and barriers to, good support for
breastfeeding when out and about.  

Phase 2: Leading by example 
The research findings were used to
develop a toolkit for commercial and
community venues to provide support for
breastfeeding mothers.

The toolkit includes:
• A guide to going breastfeeding-friendly
• A charter
• A checklist
• Signage 
• A searchable website listing venues in 

the scheme which mothers can search to
access local breastfeeding friendly places  

Phase 3: Promoting breastfeeding-
friendly places in Camden 
A pilot of the Breastfeeding Access All
Area awards scheme was run in Camden,
inviting businesses and local venues to
nominate themselves, and encouraging
local women and community groups to
nominate good practice venues in the
area.  

Phase 4: Celebrating local
achievements 
The final phase evaluated the success of
the project, so that the lessons learned
could be used to implement similar
schemes across the four countries of 
the UK.  

Over 100 businesses in Camden have
signed up to the scheme, including many
cafés, restaurants, community centres,
the 02 shopping centre, leisure centres,
hairdressers and beauty salons. Direct
contact with venues was the most
successful way of recruiting them to the
scheme.

The scheme is now open to local
health services and local authorities,
which can purchase a supply of toolkits
and promotional materials. Most areas are
working in partnership with voluntary
breastfeeding support projects to recruit
venues to the scheme. Bromley, Central
London (Kensington & Chelsea), Islington,
and Tower Hamlets are rolling the scheme
out locally and other areas are getting
involved. 

If you want to get involved in the
scheme, contact the BMC at info@
breastfeedingwelcomescheme.org.uk.  
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Celebrating equality – and making it a reality 

The Equality Act protects the right of women to breastfeed in public. Rosie Dodds, senior

public policy officer, and Anne Fox, head of campaigns and public policy, look at how we can

raise awareness of the new law.
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