New life for the Breastfeeding Promotion Act!

Check out the breaking news story on Oregon's new state coalition website:  
http://www.breastfeedingor.org/media/breastfeeding-in-the-news

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:

Oregon Senator Jeff Merkley Makes Good on Promise to Nursing Moms

Portland, Oregon -- After doing heavy lifting on Oregon’s landmark Rest Breaks for Breast Milk Expression law, which passed in May 2007 after ten years of citizen lobbying, then Speaker of the House Jeff Merkley attended a Nursing Mothers Counsel of Oregon World Breastfeeding Week luncheon to congratulate the advocates.

Unbeknownst to event organizers, there was more on Merkley’s mind than the passage of the nation’s most detailed legislation protecting breastfeeding employees.  At the event, Merkley announced his candidacy for US Senate and promised that if elected, he would bring similar legislation to the national stage.

Today, Merkley will do just that, by introducing the Breastfeeding Promotion Act of 2009 to the US Senate.  A Washington, DC press conference is scheduled for 10am EST.

“It’s not every day we have the opportunity to enact legislation that is so clearly a win-win for families and our nation.  Making it easier for moms to breastfeed means we have healthier babies, stronger families and happier workers,” Sen. Merkley said.  “I championed Oregon’s breastfeeding bill two years ago.  I’m excited to see Oregon’s contribution to a nationwide movement embraced by Representative Maloney and all those who have long advocated the purely common sense notion that breast milk is best.”

Only 1 in 10 US infants is exclusively breastfed the first six months of life as recommended by the American Academy of Pediatrics. In the US, 70% of women with children work full-time and the fastest-growing segment of the workforce is women with children under three.  Return to work after the birth of a baby is a common reason cited for early weaning.  

“We haven’t really done health care reform until we’ve protected infant health.” states Diane Garrett, volunteer lobbyist for the Oregon bill in 2005 and 2007, “If we’re to have any hope of more babies being breastfed, we need to decide on a strategy that addresses workplace conditions.”

Though Oregon is recognized as a leader in breastfeeding rates, still only 1 in 4 infants exclusively breastfeed for six months. “In passing this law in 2007, the Oregon legislature recognized that the health risks of not breastfeeding are too severe to leave workplace accommodations to the chance negotiations of individuals”, said Rep. Carolyn Tomei, Chair of the Human Services and Women’s Wellness Committee, whose bi-partisan committee unanimously passed the bill.

There are fourteen states with some sort of legislation related to lactation accommodation in the workplace.  Implementation of Oregon’s law has been relatively smooth.
Gretchen Peterson, HR Manager for Hanna Andersson reflects, “Legislation to encourage longer-term breastfeeding by eliminating potential workplace barriers has been successfully passed and implemented in Oregon with no negative impact on business.”

Mothers also report a difference.  Tonya Hirte, a Senior Customer Service Representative in Portland, breastfed two children after return to work at the same employer, one before passage of the law, and one after.  “My employer was supportive, but didn’t have dedicated facilities when I was expressing milk for my first baby.  I had to go to a separate floor of my building and express milk in the bathroom.  The law passed before I had my second child, and my employer converted a storage closet to a clean, private, simply furnished room.  It gave dignity to my experience and made me feel valued as an employee.”

The Breastfeeding Promotion Act of 2009 has components that work together to reduce barriers for employed breastfeeding mothers. It would:

➢    Amend existing language in the civil Rights Act of 1964 to include lactation as inter-related with pregnancy and childbirth. 
➢    Provide an employer tax credit for expenses related to creating a breastfeeding friendly workplace.
➢    Instruct the Secretary of DHHS to set a minimum safety performance standard for breast pumps.
➢    Expand the IRS medical codes to include breastfeeding equipment and services, and
➢    Allot privacy and time for breastfeeding employees to express milk in the workplace. 


This legislation was originally introduced by Representative Carolyn Maloney of New York, and has now been expanded by Senator Merkley to include time and space workplace accommodations similar to Oregon’s law.  This is the first time the Breastfeeding Promotion Act will be introduced in the US Senate.
###


