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Lactation Newsmakers: Documenting our History

This interview is a verbatim transcription 
edited for ease of reading. LM ! Leah 
Margulies, MA ! Maryse Arendt.

Interview
MA: When did you come in contact 

with breastfeeding issues first?
LM: I’ve been politically active since I 

was a teenager—in civil rights, anti-
war, and then in the Women’s 
Liberation Movement (Margulies, 
1974). In New Haven, I was part of a 
collective focused on how the emerg-
ing global corporations of the 1960s 
were challenging the democratic 
institutions of national governments 
by transcending and operating out-
side of and beyond national laws. It 
was clear then that transnational 
companies (TNCs) put profits over 
people, and that they operated with 
impunity because there were no 
global laws holding them in check—
and we are still dealing with this, 60 
some odd years later!

So, when I moved back to New York 
City (NYC) in 1974, I was 30 and just 
trying to get work. I knew some of the 
NYC-based and [Washington] DC pro-
gressive organizations and some of 
them knew of the work I was doing in 
New Haven on TNCs. They recom-
mended me for a research assignment 
with Robert Ledogar, a former 
Maryknoll priest, who was editing the 
book HUNGRY FOR PROFITS: U.S. 
Food & Drug Multinationals in Latin 
America (Ledogar, 1975). He hired me 
to do research for the chapter “Formula 
for Malnutrition.” To be honest, I hadn’t 
thought much about breastfeeding 
before then and, initially, I thought 
maybe breastfeeding was counter to 
women’s liberation. But I wanted to 
fight transnationals that put profits over 
people—the global corporations that 
were dedicated to resisting any demo-
cratic control over their practices. It was 
only as this campaign progressed that I 
learned how breastfeeding was actually 
key to the solution. Breastfeeding would 
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not only save lives of babies but would help liberate 
women by promoting health for mothers and babies, was 
cost effective, safe, and efficient, and was an environ-
mentally sustainable resource. By preventing illness, 
breastfeeding can actually help liberate mothers by hav-
ing fewer sick babies. But it was a learning process for 
me. The problems for working women were actually 
exacerbated by TNC marketing practices, and failure of 
governments to provide adequate maternity supports 
only made matters worse.

MA : So, you have learned about the unethical marketing 
of Breastmilk substitutes (BMS) in 1975. How did this 
influence your future work?

LM: After working with Robert Ledogar, I was lucky 
enough to get a job with the Interfaith Center on 
Corporate Responsibility (ICCR), a related project of 
the National Council of Churches. ICCR was one of 
the first groups to raise issues of social justice and cor-
porate social responsibility among religious organiza-
tions that held stock in U.S. companies. ICCR was the 
organization that the U.S.-based church organizations 
established to implement socially responsible invest-
ment policies. So, here I was, Jewish activist, working 
with Christians on something I was passionate about, 
and although I did not share their religious convic-
tions, it was clear we shared moral values and a funda-
mental belief in justice, equality, and democracy. 
ICCR started by raising ethical questions about invest-
ments in the apartheid regime in South Africa. As 
shareholders, under U.S. Security and Exchange 
Commission (SEC) law, the churches could raise 
issues with corporate management and request 
changes of practices through proposing and support-
ing shareholder resolutions. I was hired early in 1975, 
and I worked on a range of issues—the military indus-
trial complex (the Vietnam War was just winding 
down), strip mining in Appalachia, and other environ-
mental issues. But I was asked to find a way to chal-
lenge companies that might be contributing to the 
world hunger crisis. There are many global food prob-
lems, but many were too complex to fit easily into the 
shareholder strategy. So, I told ICCR members about 
what I had learned working for Robert Ledogar, how 
U.S. formula companies are contributing to the mal-
nutrition and death of babies in developing countries 
by ignoring the poverty and lack of clean water 
while at the same time aggressively marketing infant 

formula in those very conditions. Some of the men on 
the Board of ICCR said “huh? We’re going to promote 
breastfeeding?” But that year the President of the 
Board was a Presbyterian woman. She had to fight to 
breastfeed her babies in the 1950s (by which time—
when she had her babies—the maternity wards in the 
U.S. hospitals were already controlled by the formula 
TNCs). I argued that here, in this issue, we might actu-
ally have some impact. The market was controlled by 
a relatively small number of companies, and our 
members already owned stock in most of these com-
panies. So we went ahead and filed shareholder reso-
lutions that asked the U.S.-based formula companies 
to disclose their promotional practices in developing 
countries, and we asked the companies to end certain 
really unethical practices, such as misleading adver-
tising, aggressive promotional paraphernalia, and 
using “milk nurses” to promote products, giving them 
the cache of medical endorsement in countries where 
it was predictably impossible to use the products 
safely, due to lack of clean water, lack of refrigeration, 
lack of enough money to buy enough of the product, 
and inability to read the label.

MA : Tell us more about those shareholder resolutions.
LM: In 1975, we filed shareholder resolutions with three 

companies: Bristol Myers (BM), makers of Enfamil 
formulas; Abbott Laboratories, makers of Similac for-
mulas; and American Home Products, makers of SMA 
formulas. The last company didn’t have a big presence 
in the U.S. because the two others controlled the mar-
ket here. Abbott Labs and Bristol Myers were pharma-
ceutical companies with big inroads into health care 
systems. They were able to control the market through 
secret contracts with hospital systems to ensure that 
mothers got free supplies of their formulas when they 
left the maternity ward. Breastfeeding at that point was 
largely discouraged throughout the health care system. 
American Home Products is more like Nestlé, a com-
pany with many consumer products. It may be one of 
the biggest corporations in the world that you’ve never 
even heard of! SMA line of formulas was mostly sold 
in developing countries at the time. Also, at that time, 
we were not focused on practices in industrialized 
countries.

MA: Can you explain how the shareholder resolution 
developed to a lawsuit against BM? And who helped 
you?

1New York City, NY, USA
2Beruffsverband vun den Lakatatiounsberoderinnen zu Lëtzebuerg, Luxembourg

Date submitted: April 16, 2022; Date accepted: April 21, 2022.

Corresponding Author:
Maryse Arendt, IBCLC, BSEd, Beruffsverband vun den Lakatatiounsberoderinnen zu Lëtzebuerg, 17 rue Charlemagne, Luxembourg, 1328, Luxembourg. 
Email: maryse.arendt@pt.lu

mailto:maryse.arendt@pt.lu


388 Journal of Human Lactation 38(3) 

LM: The lawsuit against BM, the company selling the 
Enfamil—Mead Johnson products was based on  
the shareholder resolution strategy that was the core 
of the work at ICCR. The shareholder resolution 
asked for information about its marketing practices 
for Enfamil formulas in developing countries. The 
company agreed to write a report about its market-
ing practices for infant formula and send it to share-
holders. Under SEC law, the report had to be accurate 
and truthful. We thought, though, the report was inac-
curate and misleading. One of ICCR’s members, a 
Roman Catholic Order called The Sisters of the 
Precious Blood, owned stock in Bristol Myers. They 
agreed to file a lawsuit challenging the report as a vio-
lation of SEC law. No member of ICCR had ever done 
this before! They were courageous to take this action 
but were able to do this because, as a small Roman 
Catholic religious order, they did not need to get 
approval for this action beyond the order itself. I went 
to Ohio to meet with the Sisters to explain the process; 
however, it turned out to be much more complicated 
than initially thought. Our attorney originally was the 
Episcopalian Member of ICCR’s Board of Directors. 
But he soon realized he needed help. He recruited as 
our pro bono [free] lawyer his Harvard Law School 
room-mate, Jonathan Churchill. Jonathon was a part-
ner at a prominent law firm in NYC, with some liberal 
leanings. When he looked over our initial filing, he 
was dismayed! He said we needed much more infor-
mation from developing countries—that what we had 
was insufficient to defend against a motion to dismiss 
from the company. This was years before I went to law 
school, so I barely understood the legal lingo or the 
process. At this point, I was still the only staff person 
in the U.S. working on this issue. This was pre-
INFACT [Infant Formula Action Coalition] and pre-
Nestlé Boycott. And I had other responsibilities at 
ICCR as well. So, I realized I needed help, and the 
National Student Association came to the rescue. They 
helped me find a student intern. That person, Douglas 
Clement, was entering his senior year of college. He 
later, after graduation, became the first staff person at 
INFACT, which would be led by Doug Johnson in 
Minnesota. But this was all a year later.

 With Jon Churchill’s help, we designed a questionnaire 
about infant formula promotion practices in develop-
ing countries. We weren’t yet using the term “breast-
milk substitutes” of which infant formulas are a subset. 
We asked Church missionaries throughout the world to 
help us gather information. I also began raising funds 
for the first time. With those funds, we were able to 
send a few doctors to countries in Latin America and 
Asia. In fact, the prominent international nutritionist, 
Dr. Derrick Jelliffe, and his wife went to several Asian 
countries to investigate company practices on our 

behalf. In addition, I had met Anwar Fazal in Mexico 
City at the UN Conference on Women the year before. 
He was at that time the Asian Director of International 
Organization of Consumers Union (IOCU). He 
recruited the Penang branch and Mexico branch of 
IOCU to investigate company practices as well. In all, 
we were able to deliver affidavits from 19 countries 
about the promotion practices of infant formula com-
panies—but most of the information was about Nestlé 
promotional practices, because they were the largest in 
the market! But we did get information about Enfamil 
as well as the other U.S.-based company products to 
bolster our legal case.

 At that time, Martin Khor, who later founded the Third 
World Network, and subsequently the head of the 
South Center in Geneva, was the Director of CAP 
Consumer Association of Penang, and he submitted 
the Affidavit from Penang, Malaysia. In other words, 
what evolved as part of the lawsuit was the first moni-
toring project of the campaign. We realized that getting 
actual data from countries was an absolute necessity 
for the campaign. To convince people that there really 
were practices that were harming babies, you had to 
document the actual practices.

 Sometime during that period, the Canadian Broadcasting 
Company (CBC) reached out and asked me to do a 
documentary with them. It was originally supposed to 
be researched in Venezuela and Jamaica. In the end, 
CBC only went to Jamaica. But I went to Venezuela, 
which was a tipping point for me because for the first 
time I was seeing the problem firsthand and with my 
own eyes. A local Maryknoll priest set up visits for us 
in favelas very poor neighborhoods where water was 
delivered in trucks; no running water at all—and in 
government hospitals. In the largest maternity ward in 
Caracas, I saw and photographed close to 100 infants 
all lined up on tables being rehydrated intravenously 
due to having been bottle fed from contaminated bot-
tles—so many died from diarrhea. Baby formula and 
dirty bottles were everywhere. So, ultimately, my testi-
mony at the Senate hearing later that year was based on 
the affidavits we collected for the lawsuit and from my 
own eye-witness experiences in Venezuela and 
Jamaica.

MA: Did all this information you gathered bring success?
LM: In the long run, despite losing to Bristol Myers on 

their Motion to Dismiss, we won our first significant 
victory! In Jamaica, while I was with the CBC film 
crew, I ran into a Mead Johnson milk nurse on the ward 
of the biggest government hospital. This was against 
government and hospital policy, but the milk nurses had 
the run of the hospitals anyway. I interviewed her about 
what she was doing there. She was taking names and 
addresses off the roster in the maternity ward for later 
home visits to promote formulas. At that time, Bristol 
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Meyers had hired a famous American woman, Bess 
Myerson, a former Miss America, and the official host-
ess for a NYC Mayor, as their mouthpiece. She hap-
pened to be in Jamaica while I was there. She was also 
a Board member of a well-known U.S. NGO [non-gov-
ernmental organization], the Center for Science in the 
Public Interest, based in Washington DC. I knew the 
Director of that NGO, and I asked him to arrange a 
meeting. I asked the President of the Rockefeller 
Foundation, who himself was a pediatrician, to host this 
meeting. I knew Bess Myerson would not say no to the 
President of the Rockefeller Foundation! Bess Myerson 
arrived in disguise and was initially very mistrustful. 
But I showed her the proof of the BM milk nurses in 
Jamaica occurring right when she was there. She was 
furious at being used by Bristol Myers to “whitewash” 
their activities, so, even though we lost the lawsuit, we 
won our first major victory. BM was the first company 
to announce that they were ending the practice of using 
“milk nurses,” marketing people dressed as nurses, to 
promote their products. This was officially announced 
at the Senate Hearing later that year. Ultimately, the 
[International Code on Marketing of Breastmilk substi-
tutes] Code would include a ban on milk nurses.

MA: You founded the Infant Formula Action Coalition 
(INFACT) in the U.S. at the end of 1976, which 
morphed into Corporate Accountability. Describe how 
this did happen and what were the objectives of 
INFACT?

LM: Again, I was very lucky in meeting and recruiting 
exactly the right people at the right time to the cause. 
In November 1976, a meeting of food and international 
development activists was held in Palacios, Texas, 
sponsored by International Coalition for Development 
Action (ICDA). I had just filed the lawsuit papers in 
court, and I was brimming with excitement. I met sev-
eral people going to the conference at the airport in 
Houston. We had a 2–3-hour drive to Palacios. In the 
car with me was a guy named Douglas Johnson. He 
was heading up the Third World Institute in Minneapolis 
MN. I was describing everything we had learned from 
the affidavits about the promotional activities of these 
companies, including Nestlé. He told me he was a little 
bored with his work. I literally said to him, “if you join 
me in this struggle, you will never be bored again!” 
Also, at the Conference was an amazing activist named 
Mark Ritchie. Mark, about 8 years later, founded the 
Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy and was a 
leader of the Seattle demonstrations against globaliza-
tion. He ultimately was elected as Secretary of State 
for Minnesota and served for two terms. I shared with 
Mark my dream of a boycott of Nestlé. Once we had 
the data about Nestlé, I knew that was what had to hap-
pen, but I didn’t have any way yet of getting it started. 
Mark was enthusiastic from Day One.

 After I got back from this conference, I asked Mark to 
come to NYC for a couple of weeks to strategize, and 
I asked Doug to send someone from his organization to 
meet with us. Ultimately about five to six of us met at 
an apartment on the Upper West-side of Manhattan. 
We decided to start a grass-roots organizing effort to 
support the work of the national churches on the law-
suit in particular, and on the infant formula campaign 
generally, i.e., shareholder resolutions. We adopted the 
name INFACT, short for Infant Formula Action 
Coalition. I made up the name because it was an easy 
acronym to remember. At that time, this was not part of 
ICCR, but a grass roots’ effort where we would orga-
nize at local and regional churches, at colleges, and 
within the non-profit and consumer activist worlds. 
Only Mark at that time knew about the Nestlé Boycott 
plan. This was end of December 1976.

MA: You helped to get the Nestlé Boycott started in 1977. 
Would you tell us more about this interesting time?

LM: Just to step back a little bit, after we retrieved so 
much data about Nestlé from the affidavits in the BM 
lawsuit, I felt in my heart of hearts that we had to boy-
cott Nestlé. Nestlé was a Swiss company, and the 
churches did not own stock in Nestlé, so we could not 
do shareholder actions. In addition, shareholder resolu-
tions do not put that much pressure on companies—
they are mostly educational for the general public. But 
the U.S. subsidiary of Nestlé was the largest food com-
pany in the U.S. In the summer of 1976, I was invited to 
attend a meeting in Bern, Switzerland. A group of stu-
dents in Bern had translated a booklet written by Mike 
Muller for War on Want in the UK called The Baby Killer 
(Muller, 1974). These students [Arbeitsgruppe Dritte 
Welt] translated the booklet into German, and called it 
Nestlé Kills Babies. Nestlé sued the group, and won a 
libel ruling after a trial, but the Judge fined every student 
a minor fee and castigated Nestlé for its practices 
(Sokol, 2005). The group held a meeting at the end of 
the lawsuit. Two North American’s attended, myself 
and Ted Greiner, who had put together a monograph on 
company promotion as part of his Master thesis at 
Cornell University, under Dr. Michael Latham. I 
decided I should go to this conference with a plan, and 
my plan was to convince the students that their next 
action should be a boycott of Nestlé. I had pulled 
together a group of people in New York (NY) to try out 
the plan before going, it was at Francis Moore Lappe’s 
house (Moore Lappe, 1971) in a suburb outside of 
NYC. I presented the pros and cons of a boycott, and 
everyone at the meeting thought that was a great strat-
egy and they gave me their blessings to try to get the 
Swiss to start a boycott as their next action. But at the 
meeting in Bern the Swiss students said: “no way! 
We’re done with this campaign now, and besides, only 
Americans know how to boycott.” So, I came home 
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deflated, and because I was in the middle of the lawsuit, 
I couldn’t imagine how to get a boycott going. Then, 4 
months later, came the Palacios Texas meeting.

 So, after we formed INFACT, Doug asked me to visit 
his groups in Minnesota (MN). My job: convince them 
that if a grass roots group in MN called on the nation to 
boycott Nestlé, the country would follow! So, from 
January to July 1977, we planned. I asked my boss at 
ICCR to lend INFACT $500 so we could print a news-
letter announcing the boycott. Meanwhile, on the West 
Coast, Mark got two major things going. First, he con-
vinced Public Media Center to develop an ad announc-
ing the boycott. So, I went to SF [San Francisco] for a 
week or two to work with them. The ad got placed on 
the back cover of Mother Jones Magazine. Mark also 
knew people involved with direct marketing mail fun-
draising for liberal causes. They agreed to lead a direct 
mail promotion and fund-raising effort for the boycott. 
Both worked! This all took place in the months follow-
ing the official launch of the boycott on July 4 [U.S. 
Independence Day] 1977. It wasn’t until the fall, late 
October, that we held our first conference in MN for 
people who wanted to work on the boycott. Among 
ourselves, we raised about $1600 and asked Doug 
Clement to move to MN to help Doug Johnson set up 
the boycott office in the basement of the Newman 
Center at the University of MN (Johnson & Duckett, 
2020; Johnson, 1996; Allain, 2021; Johnson, 2021)

 Remember, this was just a couple of years after the fall 
of Saigon and the U.S. defeat in Vietnam. The left was 
exhausted from years of antiwar activity. This cam-
paign benefited from the expertise of seasoned antiwar 
campaigners including from one of the founders of 
Vietnam Vets against the War, and one of the heads of 
CALC [Clergy and Laity Concerned about the War, 
one of the key leaders of the anti-war struggle].

MA: Meanwhile, your work at ICCR continued as well as 
your voluntary work with INFACT?

LM: Oh yes, during the shareholder season, we at ICCR 
would meet with large institutional investors whose 
vote on our shareholder resolutions could carry signifi-
cant weight with a company. One of the top officials at 
the Ford Foundation introduced me to the director of a 
small UN agency called the Protein Advisory Group 
[(PAG) no longer in existence]. It was a collaboration 
among WHO, UNICEF [United Nations Children’s 
Fund], the World Bank and the Secretariat. He was 
very interested in the project to hold the companies 
accountable for their unethical marketing and invited 
me to write an article for the PAG bulletin about the 
issue (Margulies, 1977). This was the very first time I 
reached out to anyone at the UN, although our Nestlé 
Boycott demands were based on policies to curtail 
marketing already adopted over many years by WHO 
and PAHO. Somehow, Nestlé learned about this and 
demanded equal space, which, of course, they got. But 

the controversy heightened interest in the issue and the 
boycott.

 Sometime in late 1977 the ad on the back of Mother 
Jones Magazine [named after the woman who led the 
campaign against child labor in the U.S. in the early 
20th century] was published at approximately the same 
time as we mailed fundraising appeals to hundreds of 
thousands of people. Doug Clement called me from 
MN, the post office was bringing big mail bags full of 
donations to the basement of the Newman Center. Now 
we could really launch the boycott. We started hiring 
staff, and the rest is history.

MA: Tell us more about how the boycott developed into a 
really big campaign.

LM: In the following year, the boycott spread like wildfire 
throughout the U.S., and Nestlé was sending its U.S. 
staff to debate boycott supporters at college campuses, 
in churches, at non-profits of all kinds throughout the 
country. INFACT circulated easy-to-use debate packets 
with scientific articles supporting breastfeeding and 
explaining the dangers of bottle feeding, with quotes 
from top health officials throughout the world, the 
examples of company promotions and more. The Nestlé 
staff were totally unprepared to debate these home-
grown activists and, almost universally, they lost the 
debate when the group voted on whether or not to join 
the boycott. I debated the head of Nestlé’s anti-boycott 
office at the Executive Board meeting of the American 
Public Health Association (APHA). APHA joined the 
boycott and later led the International Nestle Boycott 
Committee.

MA: You worked for the Interfaith Center on Corporate 
Responsibility for 10 years during that time. What was 
its overall role during those years?

LM: At ICCR, we started the campaign through the share-
holder resolution strategy in 1975 and the lawsuit in 1976. 
But we couldn’t really start a boycott, it had to come from 
another direction. When we created INFACT, and subse-
quently launched the Nestlé Boycott, we knew the cam-
paign had to be a collaboration between these two entities, 
one, a major religious coalition of Protestant and Catholic 
organizations throughout the country who used their 
stock portfolios to share ethical questions about company 
practices, and the other, a small grass roots organization 
with a big dream. In that regard, I was the key: in one 
organization, I was staff, and in the other organization I 
was the volunteer founder. I would say back then that in a 
couple of years I would either be fired or loved for getting 
this whole project going.

 It took about two more years, but ultimately, the NCC 
endorsed the Nestlé Boycott as did many other national 
Protestant denominations and Catholic religious orders 
and diocese across the country. By this time, of course, 
the Boycott had spread across the country, mostly at 
colleges and universities, and other major institutions. 
Then we started to get help from others with real 
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boycott experiences, such as from folks that had 
worked on the Farmworkers Boycotts, and others.

MA: And what was the special role of the Interfaith Center 
related to the boycott and the need to have a Code?

LM: Even though the NCC didn’t endorse the boycott for 
a couple more years, many of the ICCR members 
endorsed the boycott. Basically, my office was the cen-
ter of boycott activity for these national organizations, 
but it really was an everyday collaboration between me 
in NYC and the INFACT folks in Minnesota.

Editor’s Note
The second part of the interview covering the Kennedy Hearings 
and the development of the International Code for the Marketing of 
Breast-Milk Subsitutes will be published in the next issue of JHL.
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