Joe Parrino

Fleur de Paris

523 Royal St. 

New Orleans, LA 70130

Dear Mr. Parrino: 

I wish to bring to your attention the shocking treatment I received while shopping at Fleur de Paris on Tuesday afternoon, March 16, 2010.  This incident was particularly upsetting because, as a long-time customer of Fleur de Paris, I have experienced only the highest level of customer service.  Because of my remarkable experiences at Fleur de Paris and my love of fine millinery, I have also brought in numerous visitors from out of town so that they might pick out a special treasure to remember their New Orleans visit.

While discreetly breastfeeding my 8-week-old baby in the store, a sales lady abruptly, without discussion or permission, closed me into the dressing room.  Until this moment, I had only ever received kind, courteous, and accommodating looks and words from others in public – both employees and customers at numerous establishments - over the course of a combined 24 months of breastfeeding my children.  Not wishing to make a scene, I quietly stopped breastfeeding my son and left the store along with the visitor I had just introduced to your store.

I am a discreet breastfeeding woman.  I do not wish to attract the attention of strangers, but only to feed my baby in the best way I can.  This is why, while in Fleur de Paris I chose to sit in on a small bench in the dressing room to nurse rather than nurse in the shopping area.  By deciding to nurse as I did I was missing out on the fun of my friend picking out a hat, but chose to do so because my baby would be less distracted therefore shortening the nursing session, and to respect the comfort of others in the small shopping area.  You will see by reading the enclosed legislation I do not have to do any of this when breastfeeding.

Had your sales lady confronted a customer lacking in confidence about breastfeeding, she may have caused irreparable damage to that woman’s breastfeeding relationship with her baby.  Research shows that women who feel a lack of support for breastfeeding in public are more likely to choose not to breastfeed or to wean their babies before the recommended minimum of one year, denying their children the numerous nutritional and developmental benefits exclusive to breastfeeding, as widely acknowledged and promoted by the World Health Organization, American Academy of Pediatrics, and countless other groups.  Luckily, my commitment to breastfeeding cannot be shaken by the ignorance or intolerance of others.  This brings to mind the question: how many customers before me have been offended, and how many more customers does Fleur de Paris want to lose?

You may be aware of similar highly-publicized incidents in the last five years which have prompted many stores and corporations to change their policies and employee training to support their breastfeeding customers.  In particular, Starbucks, Delta and Freedom Airlines, and Williams-Sonoma for their just decisions to apologize to the offended, change their policies as needed, educate their employees and win back lost support from nursing mothers and families – key segments of their customer base, something that these companies have in common with you.

Also, you may not be aware that breastfeeding in public is protected by Louisiana law.  As I mentioned before, I am including a copy of said legislation.  By copy of this letter I am alerting several area women’s groups of this incident.  Your timely, positive response may dissuade me from contacting the media, pursuing legal action or setting in motion protest movements similar to those that brought much attention to the aforementioned companies following embarrassing treatment of their breastfeeding customers.

I hope Fleur de Paris will seize this opportunity to not only abide with Louisiana law, but take a progressive lead to champion breastfeeding – a practice that could reduce the death rate of U.S. children under the age of five by 19%, according to the 2005 Progress Report on Breastfeeding, issued at the United Nation’s 49th Session on the Commission on the Status of Women.  Support for women who need to breastfeed their children in public seems only logical from a shop that serves women and would avert any negative impact from your sales person’s treatment and any potential activist and media follow-up.

You may even consider placing a pro-breastfeeding symbol in your store windows, such as the one found at http://www.mothering.com/breastfeeding/international-breastfeeding-symbol-photos.  Such a decision would echo what the quiet majority support; according to Mothering Magazine, studies show that 93% of people in the United States are comfortable with women breastfeeding in public.  

I would be sincerely pleased to provide ideas for policies and training your store can implement in support of breastfeeding.  As a long time customer with an adoration for fine millinery who has introduced many new customers to your store, I trust you will restore my confidence in your commitment to your customers and to making the world not only a more beautiful place, but a more family and child-centered place as well.

I look forward to your prompt reply.

Sincerely,

Amanda M. Devereux
Cc: 

La Leche League of Baton Rouge

La Leche League of Jefferson Parish

La Leche League of Slidell/Mandeville

New Orleans Gentle and Natural Parents

Louisiana Natural Birth

Peggy O’Mara, Editor, Mothering Magazine

Joan Blades, President, and Kristin Rowe-Finkbeiner, Executive Director, MomsRising

Carrie Patterson, Executive Director, Promotion of Mother’s Milk, Inc.

