A BATTLE WE ARE WINNING

There are so many ways in which modern nutrition and medical care have improved lives.  It is especially helpful when innovations lead to healthier babies.  Within the last decade one of these innovations has occurred and a battle is being won.  

Due to some outstanding research, we have learned more about what causes neural tube defects.  Neural tube defect is the fancy ten dollar medical name for a series of birth defects involving openings along the spine or back of the head.  Spina bifida is a term you may be familiar with.  This particular term is used when there is an absence of the skin and bone over the spinal cord tissue of the lower back.  This condition requires surgery on the newborn and most often leads to longterm disability.  The most severe of the neural tube defects involves the absence of the top of the skull and loss of brain tissue.  This defect is termed anencephaly.  Babies with anencephaly really have no hope of normal development or even survival.

It is obvious that neural tube defects lead to much emotional suffering among parents who have an affected child.  As well, children with these disabilities potentially are challenged all the days of their lives.  To have a method of preventing these problems is especially rewarding and that is indeed the battle we are winning.

We have learned that adequate folic acid intake can reduce the frequency of this series of birth defects.  It has been shown that if all women of childbearing age would consume 400 micrograms of folic acid per day, the frequency of these birth defects would fall by 50 to 70 percent.  Folic acid is available naturally in many green leafy vegetables.  Unfortunately, many young women don’t eat the recommended 5-8 servings of fruits and vegetables per day.  The federal government, recognizing this problem, began in 1998 to mandate the addition of folic acid to many grain products.  It is estimated that this has increased the daily intake in the average woman by 100 micrograms.  We also are actively putting women on prenatal vitamins as soon as we find out that they are attempting pregnancy.  Prenatal vitamins contain 1000 micrograms of folic acid, more than enough to assure adequate intake.

There is also good news for moms who are “high risk” for having a baby with a neural tube defect.  Moms who have had a baby with one of these birth defects previously, have an increased risk of having another child with the abnormal opening.  For these women, we recommend extra folic acid supplementation, namely 4000 micrograms, to be begun before pregnancy is initiated.  This is a prescription dosage.  

A recent national study from the Center for Disease Control published in the Journal of the American Medical Association showed that in comparing a period of time in 1996 to a comparable time period in 1999, the prevalence of spina bifida declined by 23% and the prevalence of anencephaly declined by 11%.  While not eliminated yet, this is definite improvement in preventing this serious problem. 

The war is not won, but we have won a battle.  Other battles remain to be won in the war against birth defects.  The embryo’s spine seals itself at 6-7 weeks after the last period.  This is before many young women have made it in for their first prenatal visit.  We must work on several fronts to win other battles.  We need to improve nutrition through knowledge and motivation.  We need to improve education about the importance of early prenatal care.  We need to improve the availability of early and complete prenatal care.  As I always say, it is important that patients and physicians work together as a team.  In this instance, if you are not preventing pregnancy, consider calling and starting a prenatal vitamin.  There is more work to be done in the war! 

