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Parents across the nation are struggling to feed their babies amid a shortage of baby
formula, but for parents whose children need specialty formula, the challenge is
even greater.

The Arizona Department of Health Services has been hearing more concerns about
challenges accessing formula from families whose children require special formula
because of certain medical conditions, said Carla Berg, deputy director for public
health services.

Phoenix resident Leatha Backus, whose 10-month-old son has been on
hypoallergenic formula since he was one-and-a-half-months old, said she has
struggled to find formula for him over the past four or five months.

“I've spent days calling and just going from store to store trying to find some,”
Backus said. “(I’ve been) searching on Amazon. We've had to switch his formula
brand like four or five times just to make sure that he had food. And even now,
Amazon's completely sold out of everything. And I have family looking all over
Arizona to find some just so that we have some.”

Backus said her mother-in-law found some in Flagstaff and some other family
members found a couple of cans in Camp Verde.
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“I'm hoping that we're okay because he's starting solids and kind of weaning off
formula naturally,” she said. “But the fear is still there because the only cans that we
can find are the really little ones, and those don't last very long.”

Berg said parents who are unable to find their baby’s usual specialty formula should
consult their child’s health care provider about their options.

Reopened Abbott plant restarting specialty formula
production

On Feb. 17, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration warned consumers not to use
certain powdered infant formula products from Abbott Nutrition's Sturgis,
Michigan, infant formula production facility after reports of four infants suffering
serious bacterial infections, two of whom died. Abbott voluntarily ceased
production at the facility and initiated a voluntary recall of certain products.

The recall, combined with already existing supply-chain issues caused by the
pandemic, has led to a widespread shortage of baby formula.

On Saturday, Abbott announced it was restarting production of hypoallergenic
EleCare formulas and other specialty and metabolic formulas at the Michigan plant
after meeting initial requirements agreed to with the FDA. EleCare products are
expected to be released to consumers beginning on or about June 20, the company
said.

EleCare formulas will be provided free of charge to children in need, Abbott has
announced. Parents and caregivers in urgent need should contact their health care
providers or call Abbott at 1-800-881-0876 for additional information, the
company said.

Health care providers can submit an urgent product request to Abbott for certain
metabolic formulas as well as low-iron Similac PM 60/40. Abbott is releasing these
formulas on a case-by-case basis.
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WIC has expanded formula options

The situation has been especially challenging for enrollees in the Special
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program,
a federal assistance program that helps low-income pregnant, breastfeeding and
postpartum women and children under 5 with nutrition and health care. WIC
serves around half of all infants born in the U.S., according to the U.S. Department
of Agriculture, which runs the WIC program.

Arizona’s WIC normally requires that families get formula made by Abbott, making
it especially difficult for them to find formula for their babies during the recall.

The federal government has begun offering waivers to allow for more flexibility in
options. Arizona’s WIC program works to implement waivers as quickly as possible
once the federal government makes them available, Berg said.

WIC participants are able to adjust their benefits to cover different formula brands,
types and sizes depending on availability, Berg said. Participants seeking to adjust
their benefits can call their local WIC program or the Arizona WIC Shoppers
Helpline, operated by the state, at 866-927-8390.

An additional challenge facing WIC participants is that WIC cannot be used for
online purchases, which Berg said is because of federal policy.

Backus, whose family is enrolled in WIC, said for a few months she could only find
formula for her son online, so she couldn’t use WIC for her formula purchases.

“Our WIC benefits were basically useless because I had to pay out of pocket anyway
because I could only buy it the one way,” Backus said.

ADHS is providing an informational resource about the
formula shortage
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The Department of Health Services has created an informational resource with
information to help parents and caregivers, health care providers, child care
providers and community organizations navigate the formula shortage.

Included on the web page is a graphic ADHS made that shows alternative brands
for various types of formulas, including lactose sensitivity, dairy-free and
hypoallergenic. It is best for parents to confirm any formula changes with their
child’s health care provider, Berg said.

"The most important thing until supplies of certain infant formulas stabilize is
ensuring children continue to get the nutrients they need right now," Berg wrote in
a blog post announcing the resource. "Not getting the right nutrients can affect a
child’s growth and development."
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