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This paper addresses debates about future reform of the SNA and its boundaries, through a focus
on encompassing human milk in core GDP. For over half a century, the UN System of National
Accounts (SNA) framework has shaped how economies are viewed, economic performance is
measured, and public policy priorities are set. Its central element, GDP, is facing heightened
pressure to make it more relevant and useful as an indicator of economic advancement. In 2014,
reforms to the SNA framework were implemented in European countries through national
statistical offices acting to including illegal prostitution in GDP. Reflecting on how GDP is
measured The Economist asked, ‘Is a nation really doing better when its sex- and drug-trades
are growing more quickly?’ In contrast to reforms for including illegal sex services in GDP, and
despite the emergence of national and international markets in human milk, and established SNA
rules for including imputations for non-market subsistence production of households in core
GDP, little priority has been given to this reform. Yet the issue of trade and exchange of human
milk is of increasing policy relevance.
In 2017, for example, the Australian government approved a local dairy entrepreneur, Neolacta,
importing and selling breastmilk (http://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-06-15/indian-companyneolacta-looking-to-sell-breast-milk-toaustralia/8619020)(http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4607058/NeoLacta-Lifesciencesimporting-milk-Australia.html.) The company proposes that milk donated by mothers in India
will be shipped and sold to Australian hospitals. Another company has been selling breastmilk
in the United States since 2015 (1, 2). Unlike Neolacta’s Indian proposal, Ambrosia Milk paid
Cambodian mothers for their milk. The biggest player in the US and globally remains Prolacta, a
for profit company which has been collecting milk through milk banks for around US$30 a litre
and turning into a commercial product sold to US hospitals for nearly US$300 a litre. This
expansion of international trade in human milk reinforces arguments that national accountants
should address the issue of imputing the value of non-marketed human milk into GDP (3-5).
Human milk has been demonstrated to fit SNA criteria for inclusion, yet is not counted in GDP.
The influential French Presidential Commission on Measuring Economic Progress cited human
milk as an example of how excluding non-market household production from GDP distorted key
statistics and public policy:
‘There is a serious omission in the valuation of home-produced goods – the value of breast milk.

This is clearly within the System of National Accounts production boundary, is quantitatively
non-trivial and also has important implications for public policy and child and maternal health.’
(6)
This paper examines how market values can be used to value non market household production
of human milk, and argues for countries to prioritize experimental estimates of human milk,
illustrating how this influential global institution can be reshaped to generate more accurate and
gender inclusive measurement of economic well-being within current SNA production
boundaries.
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