L ABOUR AND BIRTH IN WATER

More and more women are considering, before and
during childbirth, the opportunity to do some of their
labour and sometimes to give birth in water. This op-
tion is interesting for the many benefits it offers. In-
deed, the benefits of labouring and giving birth in
water are multiple.

On the one hand, immersion
in water during labour is reco-
gnized as an appropriate and
effective option to promote re-
laxation and facilitate pain ma-
nagement. As a result, it gives
rise to a greater release of endor-
phins (the body’s natural painkil-
lers), thus facilitating the secre-
tion of oxytocin (hormone of
the uterine contractions) and a
decrease of the adrenaline levels
(stress hormone). Immersion
in water promotes relaxation,
which leads to relaxation of the
muscles, a more fluid breathing
and therefore a decrease in the
perception of pain. The flota-
tion effect facilitates changes
of position and ensures a great
freedom of movement. It also reduces the feeling
of heaviness. This helps to reduce the weight on the
vena cava, thus promoting a better return of blood to
the heart and thus, better irrigation and oxygenation
of the uterine muscle.

Immersion also has the effect of creating a safe and
soothing environment for the woman in labor. Some
women report feeling less naked and thus, more
comfortable before the eyes of others in this moment
of great strength, but also of vulnerability. Note that
the spouse can also immerse himself in the water to
better support her weight (less strength is required)
and massage his companion. He can also stay there
to welcome the newborn.

Main benefits related to labor and delivery in
water

+ Facilitates relaxation (maternal energy saving)

«  Provides relief from pain and muscle tension

« Decreases perception of contraction intensity

« Decrease the use of analgesics and anesthetics
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- Decreases the use of oxytocic drugs (to increase
contractions)

« Creates a weightlessness effect

« Facilitates position changes and allows great free-
dom of movement

« Reduces blood pressure (dependent on reduced
stress)

« Creates a safe environment (feeling protected by
and under water)

« Gives an impression of control over one’s environ-
ment and the choice of positions ... which favors
abandonment and letting go

« Can decrease the number and severity of perineal
tears (warm water softens tissues)

« Provides great satisfaction to women - the majo-
rity says they want access to the bath again for a
subsequent birth experience.
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What is Water Birth?

Water birth is when you have your baby in
a deep pool of water. Water birth is diffe-
rent than laboring in water. Many people
spend some time in a bath or shower to
help with their labour pains but don’t give
birth there. During a water birth, the baby
is born under water and guided up to the
surface by you and/or your partner or
midwife.

If you are experiencing a healthy, low

risk, term (37 weeks or more) pregnancy

you might want to consider a water birth.

Everyone’s experience of birth is different,

but people typically find that giving birth

in water:

+ increases relaxation

« decreases pain

« increases the ability to move around and change
positions

« provides an increased sense of control

« increases satisfaction with the birth experience

If you are considering a water birth you and your mid-

wife will discuss some important factors to help you

make a decision including:

« your health status

« your baby’s health status

« your personal wishes for birth

« if water birth is an option where you plan to have
your baby

« the possible out-of-pocket cost to rent/buy a bir-
th pool for a home water birth

Water birth is not recommended when:

« you go into labour preterm (three weeks or more
before your due date)

« you are having more than one baby (e.g., twins or
triplets)

« you are planning a home birth and don’t have ac-
cess to safe, clean water

« you have an active infection such as herpes

« you want certain interventions (e.g., epidural) that
require monitoring outside of the tub

Where Can | Have a Water Birth?

If you have a midwife, you can have a water birth at
home, or in a birth centre. Your midwife will help you
decide which option is best for you.

Water Birth - Home

If you decide to have a water birth at home, you will

require:

« a pool that can be filled with water deep enough
to cover your belly but not your neck

« areliable supply of hot water to keep the pool wa-
ter at a safe and comfortable temperature

« space around the pool so your midwife can reach
you and your baby from different angles

- afloor able to support the weight of a full pool of
water

Home bathtubs are generally not recommended for

water birth. You can rent or buy a portable pool made

especially for water birth. These should always come

with a special single-use disposable liner to help pro-

tect you and your baby from any germs that might

be on the pool surface. Your midwife can provide you

with information about:

« what to look for in a pool,

« where to buy or rent a pool, and

« how to minimize the risk of infection and plan for
a safe water birth at home.

Water Birth - Birth Centre

All birth centres have large tubs that can be used for
pain management and/or water births. Birth centre
staff clean the tubs according to routine infection
prevention and control protocols after every use;
they make sure that the tub is clean and ready for you
to use when you arrive.
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Water Birth Safety

How will my midwife check on my baby’s and my
health when I'm in the water?

Regardless of where your water birth takes place
(home, hospital or birth centre), your midwife will clo-
sely monitor you and your baby to make sure there
are no complications developing. The monitoring you
receive in the water is the same as you would receive
out of the water. For example, midwives use a wa-
ter-resistant tool called a Doppler to check the baby’s
heart rate. Check out our birthplace options pages to
find out more about what happens during labour and
birth with a midwife.

Midwives have the skills to identify and correct many

complications early. Your midwife may ask you to get

out of the birth pool/tub if you and/or your baby need

to be monitored more closely. This could happen if:

« you have a fever

« your baby’s heart rate is too high or too low

« you need to change positions to help birth your
baby or your placenta

« you have heavy bleeding

Your midwife will prepare a space close to the pool/
tub suitable for labour and birth. If they have concerns
about you and/or your baby, you can quickly get out
of the water and move to this space so they can assess
you more closely. This space is also there if decide you
want to get out of the pool/tub at any time.

Find out more about the education and training mid-
wives receive to help you have a safe birth.

What if my baby breathes in the water?

This is a common question about water birth! It is
very rare that a baby breathes underwater. There are
a few documented cases of this happening; nearly all
of these babies recovered completely.

Newborn babies have what is called the diving reflex.
The diving reflex blocks off your baby’s airways when
they are underwater. This prevents them from brea-
thing water into their lungs or drowning. In the short
time your baby is underwater, they are still getting
oxygen from the placenta through their umbilical
cord (just like when they were still inside you!). When
your baby is lifted out of the water and feels the air on
their face and the change in temperature, they know
it is time to take their first breaths.

Pain Relief

What are my pain relief options if | choose to have
a water birth?

For many people in labour, being in a pool of deep,
warm water provides adequate pain relief. Other
comfort measures include:

+ relaxation and breathing techniques

+ position changes

« massage

. sterile water injections for back pain

The Research
What does the research say about water birth safety?
Water birth is nothing new; it has been practiced
around the world throughout history. There is a
growing body of research that supports its’ safety. The
most recent study was conducted in Alberta, compa-
ring the outcomes of water births with non-water bir-
ths between 2014
and 2017. All of
the research to
date tells us that
there appears to
be no increased
risk to you or
your baby if you
have a water bir-
thil.




Birthing parent outcomes

In general, people who have water births tend to:

« have less or the same amount of tearing

« have less or the same amount of blood loss

« have similar rates of infection

« use less pain medication

« feel more relaxed

« have shorter labours

« have greater satisfaction with their birth expe-
rience.

Neonatal outcomes

When you plan a water birth with a midwife there ap-

pears to be no greater health risk to your baby than

with non-waterbirth. Research shows that neonatal

birth outcomes for babies born in water are similar to

those of babies born out of water, including:

« Apgar scores <7 at 5 minutes

« need for resuscitation

« need to go to the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit
(NICU)

« infection

« neonatal death

There have been case reports that suggest water bir-

th can cause infection and illness in babies. In fact,

this is very rare. There are a few documented cases of

newborns contracting an infection after a water bir-

th, but these babies generally got sick because pro-

per infection prevention methods were not used. To

avoid this rare possibility, you should:

« have and maintain a safe source of clean water
throughout your labour and birth

« usea pool that is easy to clean and disinfect

« set up and disinfect your birth pool properly

« avoid water birth if you have an active infection
such as Herpes
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To learn more about the research on water birth, check out
Evidence Based Birth.
https://www.ontariomidwives.ca/water-birth
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