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New Research on NEC and Breastmillk 
 
Necrotizing enterocolitis (NEC) is a severe intestinal condition that if often fatal in premature 
infants. The lining of the intestinal wall dies and the tissue falls off with resulting abdominal 
distention, bloody diarrhea, feeding intolerance, vomiting and lethargy. While the exact cause 
of this condition is not known, the University of California, San Diego (UC San Diego) recently 
issued a report about free fatty acids created during the digestion of artificial baby milk causing    
cellular death that may contribute to NEC. 

Previous studies have shown that the free fatty acids in partially 
digested food are capable of killing cells. Healthy adults’ and 
older children’s intestines have a  mucosal barrier that is thought 
to prevent damage due to free fatty acids. Infant intestines take a 
while to mature after birth especially those of premature infants. 
They are “leaky” allowing bacteria and other particles to pene-
trate the intestine walls. 

Researchers at UC San Diego digested, in vitro, breastmilk and   
artificial baby milk using pancreatic enzymes and intestinal fluids. They found that the free 
fatty acids resulting from artificial baby milk “digestion” caused cellular death to three types of 
cells involved in NEC – epithelial cells that line the intestine, endothelial cells that line blood 
vessels and neutrophils that are a “first responder” to inflammation. 

Human milk protects the infant’s gut in many ways. It facilitates the growth of “good” bacteria 
in the intestine through pre- and probiotics. These bacteria provide a stimulus for the develop-
ment of the infant’s immune system. Breastmilk reduces gastrointestinal problems such  as   
diarrhea by providing protective factors and reducing the risk of improper artificial baby milk 
preparation or the use of contaminated artificial baby milk or water. Artificial baby milk is not a 
sterile substance. Breastmilk is not a sterile substance either, but is a live substance which con-
tains leukocytes, lactoferrin, lysozymes, immunoglobulins, and lymphocytes that kill pathogens 
in the infant intestine. Other protective factors provide passive immu-
nological protection to the digestive tract of newborn infants. For all 
these reasons, breastmilk (mother’s own or banked milk,) is in high  
demand in Neonatal Intensive Care Units. The list of benefits of breast-
milk to infants continues to grow. “Leaky” intestines may also be asso-
ciated with other problems such as autoimmune and autism spectrum 
disorders.  

There is still research to be completed. These researchers conclude that 
breastmilk has a significant ability to reduce the death of cells that    
artificial baby milk does not. These results need to be replicated in animal studies. Watch for 
the development of artificial baby milks that produce fewer free fatty acids upon digestion.   
Encouraging mothers to breastfeed improves infant health in the short and long term. 
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mhagen@kdheks.gov  785-291-3161 

In the News 
 "Breastfeeding mothers produce antibodies to whatever disease is present in their environ-

ment, including influenza. In fact, about 80 percent of the cells in breastmilk are macro-
phages, cells that kill bacteria, fungi and viruses. In addition, the digestive tract of breast-
fed babies is full of beneficial bacteria that prevent the growth of harmful organisms." From 
article: Can breastfeeding protect babies from flu? Examiner.com 

 The breastmilk received from the mother is one of the factors determining how the good 
bacterial flora will develop in the newborn baby. Read more in this article: Breastmilk con-
tains more than 700 bacteria. 

 The theme for World Breastfeeding Week 2013 is “Breastfeeding 
Support: Close to Mothers” and is highlighting Breastfeeding Peer 
Counseling (BFPC.)  BFPC programs work. Those WIC clinics in 
Kansas with BFPC programs have about a four percent higher breast-
feeding initiation and duration rate. Thank a peer counselor and 
watch this site for more information.                                            
http://worldbreastfeedingweek.org/                                                        

Celebrate Kansas Law 65-1,248     
 
The Kansas Legislature passed Kansas Law 65-1,248 seven years ago this spring allowing a woman to 
breastfeed her baby “in any place she has the right to be.” This law also amends a previous bill to allow 
a mother, who is breastfeeding her child, to postpone jury duty until she is no longer breastfeeding.      
Contact Martha Hagen at mhagen@kdheks.gov to obtain wallet size cards about the law to give 
to any family in Kansas. Families can call the toll-free number (1-800-332-6262) on the back of 
card to report compliance or non-compliance with the law. A letter from the Kansas Department 
of Health and Environment regarding the law will be sent to those businesses that do not allow 
breastfeeding or harass a mother. Thank you letters are sent to businesses that are 
reported as showing breastfeeding support.  
 
Families can also call 1-855-NIP-FREE, the Best for Babes “Nursing In Public”    
Harassment Hotline, to report an incident so it can be part of the national database    
of these types of incidents. If Kansas wants to pursue legislation in the future to 
strengthen our public breastfeeding law, having a record of problems will be        
beneficial. 
 
The Kansas Breastfeeding Coalition, Inc. is initiating a new campaign called “Breastfeeding 
Welcome Here.” This program will start up in several counties this year. Interested businesses 
will be educated about breastfeeding and be provided with a window cling and/or table tents 
and information about breastfeeding. Please thank any business displaying the “Breastfeeding  
Welcome Here” information. 

                       Thought for the Day 
"The key to best breastfeeding practices is continued day-to-day support for the breastfeeding   
 mother within her home and community."  2013 World Breastfeeding Week website 
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