
Sunday July 8, 2012

A mother’s bounty
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The wonder of breast milk does not only lie in its components, but also in the ability of the mother’s 
body to adapt to her baby’s developmental phases, and change its composition to suit the baby’s 
changing needs.

WHY do we always say that breast milk, or mother’s milk, is best for baby? After all, breast milk does not 
come with advertising that it contains DHA or essential vitamins and minerals, such as what you find in 
commercial milk products.

The truth is, breast milk does not need any advertising to tout its benefits.

Nature intended it to be the only source of nourishment for newborns and 
infants in the mammalian world. Therefore, it contains all the important 
nutrients and components that we know to be crucial to a baby’s 
development (and perhaps even some that we don’t know about yet!).

The wonder of breast milk does not only lie in its components, but also in 
the ability of the mother’s body to adapt to her baby’s developmental 
phases, and change its composition to suit the baby’s changing needs.

So let us take a look at the special components of breast milk and how they 
support baby’s development.

Fatty acids

If you have seen commercial milk products in the market, you will probably 
be very familiar with the terms DHA and ARA.

DHA stands for docosahexaenoic acid, which is an omega-3 fatty acid that 
forms a crucial structural component of the brain and the eyes (specifically, 
the retina).

Immunoglobulins in breast 
milk, such as IgA, IgG and 
IgM, help to protect against 
bacterial and viral infections.

ARA, or arachidonic acid, is an omega-6 fatty acid that is abundant in the brain, muscles and liver.

By obtaining these fatty acids from mother’s milk, the baby’s brain, retina and nervous system will be able 
to fully develop.

Proteins

All forms of milk contain protein. But breast milk contains very specific types of protein, in the right 
proportion, that makes it easy for baby to digest, while protecting him/her from common infections.

One of these proteins is lactoferrin, which is an iron-binding protein. By binding iron to itself, it limits the 
availability of iron to bacteria in the intestines, thus hindering the growth of bacteria like coliforms (eg E. 
coli) and staphylococci.

Colostrum (the first milk produced by the mother in the first three to five days of delivery) contains high 
concentrations of lactoferrin, although this protein is still present throughout the first year of breastfeeding.

Immunoglobulins are another type of protein found in human milk, and is again at its richest in colostrum. 
Secretory IgA protects the baby from viruses and bacteria, including E.coli, and may also protect against 
allergies.



There are also other types of immunoglobulins in breast milk, such as IgG and IgM, that help to protect 
against bacterial and viral infections.

Another type of protein in breast milk comes in the form of an enzyme called lysozyme. This enzyme 
protects the baby against E. coli and salmonella, has anti-inflammatory properties, while also promoting the 
growth of healthy bacteria in the gut.

Growth factors

Breast milk contains growth factors like bifidus factor, which encourages “good” bacteria to grow. 
Lactobacillus is one of the types of beneficial bacteria that babies need, because it creates an acidic 
environment in which “bad” bacteria cannot grow.

In this way, the baby is protected from infections caused by harmful bacteria and parasites.

Carbohydrates

Breast milk contains an important carbohydrate called lactose, which accounts for about 40% of the total 
calories provided by breast milk.

Lactose is important because it reduces the amount of “bad” bacteria in the stomach while promoting the 
growth of healthy bacteria. Thus, it helps to improve the absorption of calcium, phosphorus and 
magnesium, as well as defend the baby’s body against infections.

Apart from these essential components, breast milk also contains vitamins and minerals that are crucial for 
baby’s health and development. These nutrients, such as calcium and iron, are more easily absorbed from 
breast milk, compared to formula milk.

The composition and amount of these components in breast milk depend on the mother’s nutrition. 
Therefore, it is very important that you eat a healthy, well-balanced diet during pregnancy and 
breastfeeding.

Your baby deserves the very best that you can give him/her, and you don’t need any advertising or 
marketing to tell you that!
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