
 

Texas infant dies of Legionnaires' disease
after 'water birth'
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Though health officials couldn't confirm source of infection, they warn of
dangers of practice.

(HealthDay)—A new report on a Texas infant who died from
Legionnaires' disease after being born in a whirlpool tub highlights the
potential dangers of having a "water birth."

It's not clear if the baby was infected with the respiratory illness via the
well water in the tub where the infant was born, according to the report.
Still, Texas health officials have since warned midwives statewide about
the risks of water birth.

"The risk of infection varies depending on the stage of labor in which
water birth is utilized but any process or procedure that has the potential
to introduce a microorganism into a person poses a serious risk for
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infection or disease," said report author Elyse Fritschel, an
epidemiologist with the Texas Department of State Health Services.
"Health care providers should do everything they can to ensure
conditions that reduce or eliminate the risk of infection."

One expert said that water births are very rare in the United States, with
an estimated 4,000 of the 4 million annual births taking place this way.

"Some of these water births occur at the family's home, either in their
own bathtub or in a rental-type tub," said Michelle Collins, director of
the Nurse-Midwifery Program at Vanderbilt University School of
Nursing, in Nashville, Tenn. "Others occur in birth centers and hospitals
in tubs made especially for repeated patient use wherein strict cleaning
protocols are set in place."

Advocates of water birth say it leads to a less painful and more relaxing
birth. But critics warn about the increased risk of infection.

In a joint statement earlier this year, the American College of
Obstetricians and Gynecologists and the American Academy of
Pediatrics expressed skepticism about water birth: "Undergoing the early
stages of labor in a birthing pool may offer some advantages to pregnant
women. However, underwater delivery has no proven benefit to women
or babies and may even pose a risk of serious health problems for the
newborn."

The Texas baby, whose gender was not disclosed, appeared at a hospital
in January 2014 with symptoms including loose feces and respiratory
failure. The infant, who was born in a whirlpool-style tub full of well
water that hadn't been chemically disinfected, died after 19 days in the
hospital of Legionnaires' disease.

The illness, named after a 1976 American Legion conference in
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Philadelphia where dozens of attendees were infected, is a type of
pneumonia. It is "transmitted by breathing in small droplets of water
containing the bacteria," Fritschel explained, "so the child may have
aspirated or breathed in very small amounts of water containing the
bacteria during or after birth."

Newborns are especially vulnerable to infection with this illness because
their immune systems and lungs are still developing, she said.

"Respiratory infections are a major cause of illness, hospitalizations and
mortality in infants worldwide," Fritschel said.

The researchers weren't able to confirm that the water caused the infant
to become ill because the tub used during the baby's birth had been
cleaned and stored. Well water samples tested negative for the bacteria
that causes Legionnaire's disease.

Fritschel didn't advise against water births in general, but recommended
an intense focus on safety.

"Women should work with their health care provider to ensure
procedures and processes are in place to prevent infection by avoiding
birthing tubs that have circulating water and heating
elements—whirlpool-style tubs—as these tubs may be difficult to clean
and raise the temperature of the water, which may be conducive to the
growth of microorganisms," she said.

"Prefilling of a tub days or up to hours prior to labor should be avoided,"
she added, "as this increases the likelihood of growth of microorganisms
and raises the risk of infection."

In addition, she said, women should consider immersing themselves in
water only during the first part of labor, and not during delivery.
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Collins agreed about the importance of infection control in water births.
While water births have "significant benefits," dangerous types of
bacteria can thrive in water, she said.

"To protect mothers and their newborns, particular attention to
appropriate cleaning techniques is not optional," she said. "It is an
imperative."

The report of the infant's death appears in the January 2015 issue of 
Emerging Infectious Diseases.

  More information: For more about the pros and cons of water birth,
try the American Pregnancy Association.
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