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1  |  THE IMPORTANCE OF DONOR MILK

The COVID-19 pandemic has raised important questions about 
breast milk donors and the treatment of donor milk from human milk 
banks.

Human milk has a very specific composition that is essential for 
premature infants, as it significantly reduces the risk of serious com-
plications related to prematurity and improves long-term neurocog-
nitive development. That is why donor human milk from certified 
milk banks is the preferred alternative for providing preterm infants 
with nutrition if their mother's own milk is insufficient or not avail-
able. It is often difficult for mothers who have delivered very pre-
maturely to breastfeed their high-risk infant during hospitalisation, 
and donor human milk is essential for their infant's optimal nutrition. 
However, donor milk may be unavailable, or only available in limited 
amounts, because there is a lack of donors or because the donor milk 
has been discarded due to bacteriological contamination.

2  |  EFFEC TS OF THE PANDEMIC

During the COVID-19 pandemic, mothers who have tested positive 
for the severe acute respiratory coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) have 
been temporarily excluded from donating milk and this has disrupted, 
or even stopped, milk collection in some places.1 Excluding mothers 
with the virus was a relevant precautionary strategy in spring 2020, 
when COVID-19 was first declared a pandemic, but that strategy is 
not supported by current data.

3  |  E X AMINING THE E VIDENCE

It is important to consider five key points. First, COVID-19 has very 
rarely been described in newborn infants and, when it has, it has 
mostly been benign.2 Second, milk donation and human milk banks 
are organised according to national regulations and, or, guidelines 
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that include strict hygiene rules.3 Third, SARS-CoV-2 ribonucleic 
acid has only been found in breast milk in very exceptional cases 
and for a limited period of time and its ability to pass on the virus 
has not been proven to date.4-6 Fourth, SARS-CoV-2 is eliminated 
by Holder pasteurisation, which is carried out in most human milk 
banks at 62.5°C for 30 min. The same is true for other pasteurisa-
tion protocols, including those that use 56°C for 30 min and 70°C 
for 5 min.4,7,8 Fifth, the antibodies that are specific to SARS-CoV-2 
have been detected in the breast milk of mothers who have tested 
positive for the virus, even if their protective role still needs to be 
demonstrated.6,9,10

4  |  OUR THREE- POINT AC TION PL AN

Having examined the evidence, the authors, who come from nu-
merous French human milk banks and include experts on viral res-
piratory infections, believe that the milk bank guidelines should be 
updated. This paper presents a three-point action plan. We believe 
that specific questions about COVID-19 should continue to be in-
cluded in the usual health questionnaire for donors, to determine 
whether or not they are contagious. That is defined as a positive 
test for SARS-CoV-2 or symptoms that are suggestive of COVID-19, 
such as a fever, a headache, severe weakness, a cough, diarrhoea, 
vomiting and a loss of smell or taste. We also recommend that milk 
donations from symptomatic mothers should be authorised, pend-
ing careful ongoing monitoring, and that any further donations must 
be delayed until she is no longer considered contagious. However, 
human milk collected during this period can be later pasteurised. 
This recommendation to temporarily suspend the collection of milk 
during the contagious period will also protect the healthcare pro-
fessionals who collect the donated milk. The contagious period is 
defined as a minimum of seven days after the onset of symptomatic 
COVID-19 and the suspension should not end until the mother has 
been free of any symptoms for at least 48 hours. The definition 
also includes seven days after the first positive SAR-CoV-2 diag-
nostic test result using molecular amplification, namely reverse 
transcription polymerase chain reaction or reverse transcription 
loop-mediated isothermal amplification or the antigen test for 
asymptomatic COVID-19.

5  |  CONCLUSION

Healthcare professionals have faced many different dilemmas dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic and caring for vulnerable preterm ba-
bies has been one of the greatest challenges. We believe that our 
three-point plan provides a valid strategy that will help to ensure 

that high-risk neonates are provided with sufficient amounts of 
donor human milk if their own mother is unable to feed them. This 
strategy will continue to be reviewed as, and when, new evidence 
becomes available.
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