Professor Emeritus David C. Morley, CBE

15th June 1923 – 2nd July 2009

Tribute from the World Alliance for Breastfeeding Action, WABA, Penang 
We were all deeply saddened to hear of the sudden death of David Morley, who has been such an inspiration to us all, and a delightful friend to so many. 

David was one of the earliest pioneers promoting child health in the 1960’s, through Under Five Clinics, and the use of the Road-to-Health growth chart. One of the main pillars of his work was to call for a new approach to halt the decline in breastfeeding, then at its worst. His renowned book, Paediatric Priorities in the Developing World, published in 1973, contains a chapter on practical aspects of breastfeeding, which influenced a generation of paediatricians all over the world. 

For those of us associated with WABA, it is interesting to recall that David did his National Service in Malaysia, and this provided his introduction to the inequalities of health in the developing world. After a time working in Australia and then in Newcastle-upon-Tyne in the UK, he went to Imesi, in rural Nigeria, where he transformed the approach to health care of children. He showed that infant mortality could be reduced by over 80%, not by hospital medicine, but by education and village clinics run by local people. Health workers in the area still lead the way in supporting breastfeeding mothers.

Back in England, David took over a UNICEF sponsored course at the Institute of Child Health for senior teachers in child health from developing countries, which led to the foundation of the Tropical Child Health Unit, of which he became the professor. Many of the participants on this course have become fervent and practical advocates for breastfeeding. Notable among them was the late Professor Natividad Relucio-Clavano of Baguio General Hospital, in the Philippines, who in the 1970s dramatically reduced neonatal mortality in her unit by the simple expedients of giving the babies to their mothers immediately after birth, and banning infant formula. Her experience was one of the foundation stones of the Baby-friendly Hospital Initiative.

While teaching in London, David  realised how little of the vast resource of knowledge and publications in the West becomes available to the rest of the world, where the need is far greater, and even those books and materials written specifically for developing countries scarcely penetrate to the schools where so many health workers are trained. To help overcome this problem, David formed the charity Teaching-aids At Low Cost, known as TALC, which for the last 40 years has developed and distributed books and visual aids – firstly slide sets, and now CDs – all over the world. Two sets of slides on breastfeeding were among the most popular and widely used, and a recent CD contained some WABA material. David also developed a number of educational tools, such as a simple weighing scale that can be used in villages, and even by mothers themselves, to encourage interest in their children’s growth. 

David travelled widely and visited many people in remote and isolated places – always bringing encouragement and stimulating ideas for their work. He took great trouble to keep in contact with colleagues and students to support them, in the days before e-mail, and when postal and telephone services were erratic. Among his many gifts was a remarkable academic generosity – he empowered people, and made sure that what they did was fully recognised. His work continued throughout his retirement. He played an important part in helping to establish the flourishing UK Baby Friendly Initiative, and fully supported the foundation of the course “Breastfeeding: Practice and Policy” now in its eighteenth year at the ICH. Outreach adaptations of this course have now been conducted in other countries, two of them with WABA in Penang. 

To quote from the poem A Final Thought, read at his funeral: 

You can remember him and only that he’s gone

Or you can cherish his memory and let it live on. 

There is no doubt that his work will live on. The fact that WABA was only founded four years after David retired, and yet from its inception has owed so much to his legacy, shows that he is still very much with us. 
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