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A few more minutes of maternal attachment may give newborns months of significant health benefits, according to a new McMaster University study that urges doctors not to cut umbilical cords immediately after birth. 

In their efforts to “tidy things up” as quickly as possible, many doctors and midwives clamp and cut off umbilical cords as soon as babies have been delivered, said McMaster researcher Eileen Hutton.

But waiting at least two minutes would allow precious white and red blood cells to be transferred to the infant from the placenta before it is expelled, said Hutton, whose study was published today in the Journal of the American Medical Association.

“We really haven’t given a lot of consideration in the past to the fact that there may be some value to the placenta (remaining attached),” said Hutton, an epidemiologist and assistant dean of the Hamilton school’s midwifery program.

In fact it could protect against anemia and irregular breathing for weeks and months after delivery.

“If you increase the overall volume of blood (in the infant), you’re increasing the iron stores and the number of red blood cells,” Hutton says. “Also, the white blood cells which contribute to immunities (will be greater).”

The placenta, which grows attached to the wall of the uterus, is a temporary organ that allows the transfer of nutrients from mother to fetus via the umbilical cord and becomes part of the baby’s circulatory system. It typically remains within the womb for several minutes after birth until continued uterine contractions expel it.

According to the study, between 25 and 60 per cent of a newborn’s blood supply remains in the placenta and cord after birth. But contractions of the womb can act like a pump, moving more blood from the placenta to the newborn.

“Depending on when you do the clamping, the baby will have more or less of what is in fact its own blood,” Hutton said.

There was not enough information in the study to determine whether babies born through caesarean section would benefit equally from prolonged placental attachment. 
