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Vitamin use can preve nt birth defects, MDs find
By Lisa Priest

TORONTO STAR

Si xty per cent of spi na bifid a and sim ilar
bi rth defects cou ld be preve n ted if women
planning to con ceive took a daily mul t ivita -
min or ate ple n ty of fruit s and vege table s , a
new study shows.

The key is to get 0.4 mil lig rams of foli c
acid eve ry day, according to the study pub -
li she d in today’s Jo urnal of the America n
Me dical Associa tion.

The study, con duct e d between 1988 and
1991, inclu ded 1,000 Met ro women and in-
volved nin e Me tro hospi tals.

"I n my min d, this is the mos t im por tant
breakthroug h that’s hap pen ed in preve n ting
bi rth defects in the past 100 years," said Dr.

Gideon Koren, the study’s princip al inv esti-
gat or at the Hospi tal for Sick Chil dre n.

"Here is nutr ition a l advi ce that can pre -
ve n t su ch a ser iou s ma lfo rmation."

The study of 1,000 Met ro women and
2,000 others in Bos t on and Philadel phia
who gav e bi rth fou nd that ing esting .4 mil li-
gr ams of foli c acid aroun d the tim e of con -
ceptio n re duced neural tube defects in ba-
bies by up to 60 per cent.

The mos t co mmon of such defects are
spin a bifid a, whi c h occurs when the bony
ca sing aroun d the spi nal cord fails to clo se,
and anenc ephaly, a con d ition in whi c h majo r
parts of the brain and skull are mis sing.

"I t suppor ts ver y st rongly what studies in
Euro pe hav e fo und," Koren said of earli er

re search in Britain and Hungary. "This is
particularly impor tant for Nor th Amer ican
women, who have a different diet than they
do in Eur ope."

Abou t 400 to 800 babies in Cana da are
born wit h neur al tube defects eve ry year.

Foli c acid is fou nd in leafy gre ens , citr us
fr uits, yea st and for tifie d cereals, but Koren
noted that only about half of all Nor th
Amer ican women get an ave r age of 0.2 mil-
lig rams of the B vit amin each day.

And sin ce spi na bifid a occurs when the fe-
tus is only 4 weeks old, when many women
don’t eve n know they’re pregnant, he recom -
mende d that those of chil d-bearing age make
sure they get enoug h.

REFERENCE: We r ler, M.M., Shapi ro, S. and A.A. Mit chell: Per iconc eptio nal foli c acid expos ure and risk of occur rent
neur al tube defects. JAMA 269(#10): 1257-1 261 (1993). [DC Lib r ary call number: PER R15.A48]

The article EM9320 reprint e d abov e is use d in Chapt e r 11 of the STAT 231 Cou rse Mat e ria ls.

1995 -04 -20


