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Introduction


Having a baby is a wonderful thing – but it’s also a time of great change and uncertainty. We’re suddenly surrounded by a whole new world of medical jargon, apprehension, folklore and the well-intentioned – but potentially unwelcome – advice of others. Many much larger books have been written on this subject, but this quick guide aims to cut through some of the waffle and present you with some useful facts and helpful information you need to know. In addition, I’ve included some specialist advice on a range of complementary therapies which can be both safe and helpful during pregnancy and childbirth. These include aromatherapy, homoeopathy, acupuncture and herbalism. However, I have not overlooked the very important role of modern medical intervention and the effective forms of drug-based pain relief for childbirth.


As a mother of five children, I hope to be able to pass on a few of my personal useful tips, to help make your own pregnancy the most special and joyful occasion it really should be.


Liz Earle MBE


lizearlewellbeing.com
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Preconceptual Care


Deciding to have a baby is one of the most creative and exciting decisions we can make. Taking the step from being someone’s child to becoming someone’s parent is a momentous marker in life. Pregnancy should be a joyous and unforgettable experience which culminates in one of the most incredible human miracles – a newborn child. With this new life comes new challenges – and the transition to parenthood for you and your partner, which starts even before the baby arrives. If you have decided to try for a baby, it’s well worth taking several steps towards good health care for you and your partner before conception. Like many things in life, preparation is extremely helpful – especially when it comes to a healthy pregnancy and childbirth.


Although pregnancy isn’t like running a marathon, you may find it easier both to get pregnant and to enjoy the nine months of pregnancy if you have a fit, well-tuned body. Being in good shape will also give your baby the best conditions in which to develop into a healthy human being.


Planning for Parenthood


Getting pregnant is not always as simple as it sounds. You may conceive the first time you try or it could happen many months later. The average woman takes six months to conceive and you may have to wait as long as eighteen months. When planning a baby, it’s worth preparing your body from about three to six months before you actually want to conceive. Start to exercise regularly – about three times a week, for a minimum of twenty minutes each session. Try swimming, jogging, walking, Zumba classes or an aerobic game, such as badminton or tennis. This will help get your body ready for the load-bearing requirement of pregnancy and the demands of labour. It will also provide a healthy, oxygen-enriched environment in which the foetus can develop.


If you have been taking the contraceptive pill, change to barrier or natural methods of contraception for three months before you’d ideally like to conceive. This will help your body get back to its normal patterns and prevent any doubts about the time of conception. You may wish to visit your doctor before you conceive – just for a general check-up and for advice on fertility, conception, antenatal care and any other questions you may have on childbirth. It’s also worth having a blood test to check that you are immune to German measles (rubella). Although this illness is mild in adults and children, it can have terrible effects on an unborn child during its first twelve weeks of life. If you are not immune, you should consider having a vaccination and then avoid conceiving for three months.


Conception


Every month one of your ovaries releases an ovum, or ripe egg – this is ovulation. The egg travels down your fallopian tube and it is at this point that it may be fertilised by your partner’s sperm.


During intercourse, your partner will ejaculate sperm into your vagina. Most sperm leak out of the vagina, but some will swim up through your cervix into your womb and then into your fallopian tube. Conception takes place if a sperm meets an egg and fertilises it. During the week after fertilisation, the egg moves slowly down the fallopian tube and into your womb. It then attaches itself to the thickened womb lining and an embryo begins to develop.


Ovulation usually occurs between twelve and sixteen days before your next period, whatever the length of your cycle (taking day one as the first day of your period). If your periods are fairly regular you can work out on which day of the cycle ovulation is likely. Home testing kits are widely available from chemists which can also tell you when you are ovulating.


As the egg lives for about twelve to twenty-four hours after it has been released from your ovary, you are more likely to conceive if you have sex within this time. Sperm are able to live for several days inside a woman’s body, so if you have intercourse a day before ovulation, you are maximising your chances of conception.


Male Fertility


Being prepared about six months before you both want to conceive is not as far-fetched as it sounds. For successful conception, it is as important for the male partner to be in good physical shape as it is for the female, particularly as male sperm take about three months to form in the testes.


To maximise his fertility, a man should:


• Stop smoking


• Stop drinking alcohol or cut back to two to three units a day (no binges!)


• Improve his diet (see Food for Thought below)


• Eat well and/or consider taking nutritional supplements – including zinc, which can increase sperm count – as well as a good all-round multivitamin supplement.


Female Fertility


If you’re reading this and are already pregnant but didn’t take any of the recommended steps before conceiving, please don’t worry. The vast majority of pregnancies result in a healthy baby and advice on preconceptual care is just another way of ensuring that those who are eating a less nutritious diet can alter their lifestyles before conception.


To maximise her chances of conceiving, a woman should:


• Stop smoking


• Stop drinking alcohol


• Improve her diet (see Food for Thought below)


• Take nutritional supplements – including zinc and folic acid (see Essential Extras below)


• Stop taking the contraceptive pill three months in advance


• Stop taking all drugs and medicines unless absolutely necessary


Food for Thought


A healthy diet and lifestyle is vital for you and your partner in the months before conception and in the early stages of pregnancy to help ensure a healthy baby. ‘From the preconceptual point of view, if males are boozers and smokers, then the quality of their sperm will be affected,’ says Dr Stephen Davies, Director of Biolab, a research unit which studies the role of diet and nutrition in the prevention and management of illness. ‘If, in addition to smoking and drinking, the males are on a poor diet, then the effects of those toxins are going to be all the greater … We live in a polluted environment and the better the diet, the more resistant we are to those toxins and the way in which they detrimentally affect reproduction.’


Focusing on your diet in the months before conception will mean that your bloodstream has the right amount of nutrients needed for the first phase of the baby’s growth. Equally, your partner should be eating well to ensure he produces healthy sperm, and so maximises your chances of conceiving.


Foresight, the association for the promotion of preconception care, was set up both to help protect the health of unborn children by advising on care before conception and to examine the environmental effects on preconceptual health. The association recommends that both partners follow a wholefood diet for several months before they try to conceive. This diet can be followed throughout your pregnancy and is particularly important during the first three months of your baby’s development, as this is when the limbs, skeleton and major organs are formed.


The Foresight diet advises you to avoid take-aways, fast and processed foods and to eat as much fresh produce as possible. Drinking filtered or bottled mineral water is also part of the Foresight plan, which suggests that you and your partner vary your eating habits by choosing and combining from the following four main food groups each day:


Cereals: Eat wholewheat bread, if possible made from organic flour, and wholegrain cereals such as sugar-free muesli. Whole rye, barley, oats, millet, buckwheat, sesame, sunflower seeds and nuts are all good dietary staples.


Dairy products: Whole milk, yoghurt, butter and cheese are excellent sources of protein and calcium. Choose organic whenever possible. Unpasturised soft cheeses and goat and sheep products should be avoided in pregnancy because of the danger of contracting listeria – an infection which can affect the baby and even cause a miscarriage or still birth. In the UK, make sure to only eat eggs with the red lion mark (organic if possible), which means they have been laid by hens that have been vaccinated against salmonella. Buying eggs that are both certified organic and also carry the red lion mark will offer you the best option in terms of quality and safety against salmonella, which is very important at this time.


Vegetables, fruits and juices: Eat fresh raw fruit and vegetables as often as possible or have your food very lightly cooked, except for potatoes and unsprouted pulses. Enjoy a fresh salad every day using ingredients such as dark lettuce, green or red cabbage, cress, cauliflower, radish, tomato, celery, watercress, red pepper, carrots and mushrooms. Liven up your salads with sprouted pulses such as alfalfa and mung beans, or with different kinds of nuts – such as walnuts or almonds in their skins.


Over-boiling or frying vegetables can destroy their valuable vitamin and mineral content. Instead, use a stainless-steel vegetable steamer. Shallow rather than deep-fat frying will also help maintain more of the vegetables’ goodness. Use olive or rapeseed oil for frying, as these oils are more stable at higher temperatures than polyunsaturated sunflower, safflower or corn oils. Coconut oil is also a useful choice, but is more chemically extracted than cold-pressed extra virgin olive oil.


Protein foods: Include all red meat (ideally grass-fed, such as when choosing beef and lamb), heart, sweetbreads, tongue, poultry (choose organic chicken), organic eggs, wild game and fish (especially shellfish and roe). Buy your meat as fresh as possible and look for organic and free-range, grass-fed varieties. Foresight also recommends that you consider switching to foods such as venison, rabbit, game birds, pigeons and all wild-caught seafood, as the animals have been in their natural environment and not intensively farmed. Roast or stew your meat with stock or vegetables – the stock will contain much of the meat’s valuable nutrients. Steer clear of liver, kidney and pâtés because of the possibility of listeria. Large quantities of liver should also be avoided as they contain high levels of vitamin A, which may be harmful to the foetus.


Fermented foods: Foresight recommend that fermented foods are included in the diet as the probiotics they contain are essential for healthy gut bacteria, a strong immune system, healthy skin, mental health, cardiovascular health and even weight control and blood glucose level control. These foods include sauerkraut, kefir, live natural yoghurt and miso, as well as many others.


WHAT TO AVOID


It’s worth cutting out all white flour and white flour products (such as bread, cakes, pasta and white rice) from your pre-pregnancy diet. Sweets, jams and fizzy drinks should also be off your menu as these have very little nutritional value. Never eat potatoes with green patches – these contain a poisonous alkaloid called solanine, which when consumed in excess has been linked to causing spina bifida in babies. Try to cut out tinned vegetables, which are usually high in salt and may contain sugar and artificial additives. Foresight also recommends that mothers-to-be don’t eat tinned meat, commercial pâtés, bacon, sausages or packet ham, which often contain preservatives, nitrites and monosodium glutamate.


ESSENTIAL EXTRAS


As well as ensuring you and your partner are eating well, there are various supplements each partner can take to help promote a healthy pregnancy.


Folic acid


The most vital vitamin supplement a woman can take before and during the first twelve weeks of her pregnancy is folic acid, a vitamin B supplement. This is essential for the proper development of the neural tube (which becomes the baby’s spine), which takes place in the first four weeks of pregnancy. If the spinal vertebrae do not fuse properly, the baby can be born with spina bifida; neural tube defects such as spina bifida affect one in a thousand pregnancies.


Neural tube defects are preventable by taking folic acid before pregnancy and during the early weeks. Unfortunately, by the time most women realise they are pregnant it is too late, as the neural tube will have already closed over. For this reason, breads and cereals are generally fortified with folic acid (check the label).
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