A vitamin a day helps keep birth defects away

For immediate release
Calgary, June 1, 2007 – Whether they are hoping for a girl or a boy, all expectant parents have one wish in common: that their baby will be born healthy.

Unfortunately, that’s not always the case.

Spina bifida, the most common permanently physically disabling birth defect in Canada, affects one or two of every 1,000 births. It can occur in any pregnancy without warning; in fact the majority of babies born with spina bifida are born to people with no family history of the birth defect.

“Many people feel that ‘this kind of thing’ won’t happen to them,” says Sherri O’Muir of the Spina Bifida and Hydrocephalus Association of Southern Alberta. “Everyone needs to know that, although there are things you can do to decrease your risk, at this time there is no ‘magic bullet’ that will ensure your baby will be born defect-free.”
O’Muir is referring to folic acid – taking just 0.4 mg per day, the amount found in most multi-vitamins, is enough to decrease the occurrence of spina bifida and other neural tube defects by up to 70 per cent. But it’s not a guarantee.
About half of Canadian women do not plan a pregnancy, which means that if they wait until they know they are pregnant then they’re not taking the vitamins early enough. For this reason, flour and breads in Canada have been enriched with folic acid since 1988.

 “The exact cause of spina bifida is not known,” says O’Muir, “However both genetics and environmental factors seem to be involved.”

Recently, a team of researchers at McGill University identified a gene that causes spina bifida. While the discovery does not constitute a cure, it gives researchers a focal point and is a significant step towards doing something positive. Their findings were published in the April 2007 edition of the New England Journal of Medicine.

Spina bifida, a latin term meaning open spine, is a birth defect where the spine does not form completely, leaving the spinal cord exposed and prone to damage. Effects range from paralysis to bowel and bladder problems.

June is Spina Bifida and Hydrocephalus Awareness Month in Canada.
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