
��  Prenatal
care is a
necessity
for health
of Choctaw
County
infants
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BUTLER – “Regular
prenatal care gives them
their very best chance,”
says Vanessa Cornelson
of Tombigbee Healthcare
Authority’s HealthStart
Maternity Care Program
in Butler.

According to the
March of Dimes, one in
every 10 babies born in
Alabama in 2004 suffered
from low birth weight. It
is a problem that, experts
say, leads to difficulties
that can plague a child
throughout his life, and
one that has led Alabama
to be ranked among the
lowest states in potential
success for its children.

The recent Quality
Counts 2007 report by
Education Week Maga-
zine lists ranks Alabama
at 45th in the nation, in
part, because of the high
incidence of low birth
weight babies who are
born in the state.
According to a report
issued last May by the
Alabama Department of
Public Health, Alabama
had 59,170 live births in
2004 (the last year on
record), and of that
number 6,204, or 10.5%,
were at or below 5.5
pounds.

Locally, about 6.5% of
babies born to mothers in
Choctaw County in 2004
were low-birth-weight
infants. For those infants,
they begin with several
strikes against them. Low
birth weight can lead to
developmental problems
that include learning dif-
ficulties and a host of
other issues that can
affect children
throughout their lives.

While there are a
number of factors that
could cause low birth
weight, one of those fac-
tors is inadequate pre-
natal care.

Working with
mothers-to-be in Choctaw
County, Cornelson helps
to give local women
quality prenatal care
throughout their preg-
nancies. It is that care,
she says, that is vital to
giving babies their best
start possible.

“Low birth weight can

be caused by many dif-
ferent factors,” says Cor-
nelson. “But the lack of
prenatal care can be a big
contributor.”

Most babies who are
born with low birth
weight are born prema-
turely, before the 37th
week of gestation. Pre-
mature delivery can be
caused by several factors

that occur during preg-
nancy, including the
mother’s predisposition
for early delivery or
health problems that
bring about early labor.
Although not all low birth
weight babies are born
early, most premature
babies have low birth
weight as one of multiple
problems to overcome.

Though premature
birth is not always due to
a lack of medical care,
adequate prenatal care
can stop potential prob-
lems from developing
before the mother goes
into labor too early.

“Prenatal care is vital
to find potential problems
as early as possible in the
pregnancy,” says Cor-
nelson. “Unless the
mother has had a pre-

vious preterm delivery,
you can’t determine who
will have preterm labor.
There are so many factors
that determine it. Other
times, babies can be full
term, but still be under 5
pounds. That’s why it’s so
important to get those
check-ups more often in
those last weeks so any
problems can be detected
and possibly prevented.”

Cornelson says that
the best course of action
during pregnancy is early
prenatal care by the 13th
week of gestation. But for
many women in rural
areas like Choctaw
County, transportation to
and from their prenatal
check-ups can be a factor.
For many of those
women, transportation
vouchers now offered

through Alabama Med-
icaid may offer a solution.

“Transportation
vouchers may have an
affect on these mothers,”
Cornelson says. “If they
are on Alabama Medicaid,
they can get a voucher to
help pay their expenses
to go back and forth to
the doctor. That gets rid
of one reason why they
don’t go for their check-
ups. They may still have
little access to a car, and
travel distance may still
be a factor for those in
this area. It’s much easier
to get a 15-minute ride to
the doctor than it is to
find someone to take you
35 or 40 miles.”

Despite the lack of a
local hospital, in compar-
ison to other counties
Choctaw County fares
better than some when it
comes prenatal care.
About 20.9% of local
women do not get ade-
quate care during preg-
nancy, compared to 21.9%
statewide and 24.6%
nationally. 

Oddly, the Quality
Counts 2007 report does
not mention that
Alabama’s percentage of
mothers who receive
inadequate prenatal care
is actually better than
that of the nation as a
whole.

Monroe County has a
higher percentage of low
birth weight babies than
other counties in the
state. Their percentage
for 2004, according to
Health Start, was 16.1%.
The largest percentage of
mothers not receiving
adequate prenatal care in
the state occurs in Greene
County where the
number stands at 62.1%.
Walker County records
the lowest percentage at
8.6%.

Even with adequate
prenatal care, there are
still some infants who are
born too early or too
small due to other factors.
Health problems such as
diabetes or obesity or
high blood pressure can
be contributing factors, as
can cigarette smoking.

“Smoking is a definite
factor,” says Cornelson.
“When women come to us,
we try to get them to stop
if they smoke. It defi-
nitely plays a role in low

birth weight.”
Statistics suggest

that race may also be
somewhat of a con-
tributing factor. Perhaps
due to factors like
genetics and health-
related issues like high
blood pressure and dia-
betes, black mothers are
more likely to give birth
to low birth weight
babies. In Choctaw
County, 9.9% of the
mothers whose babies
weighed less than 5.5
pounds in 2004 were
black. Only 2.7% were
white.

In an effort to
address the problems
that result from low birth
weight, the organization
ChildFind actively works
to locate affected children
to give them the help that
they need to overcome the
problems, in particular in
the area of education.
ChildFind is a screening
and evaluation program
designed to locate, iden-
tify, and refer all young
children with disabilities
who may be in need of
Early Intervention or
Preschool Special Educa-
tion services as deter-
mined by the Individuals
with Disabilities Educa-
tion Act (IDEA). One of
their targeted groups are
children born with low
birth weight. 

“Child Find locates
low birth weight babies
and does educational and
developmental work with
them,” explains Cor-
nelson. “They really want
to pick up those low birth
weight babies because of
all the developmental
problems that the chil-
dren typically have.”

With multiple factors
influencing the health of
newborns in general – as
well as the host of prob-
lems that can occur
during pregnancy — Cor-
nelson says that the best
bet for a healthy baby
with fewer long-term
problems is good prenatal
care.

“We want to give
them a good start by get-
ting them in as early as
we can,” Cornelson says.
“It’s their best chance to
avoid many of these prob-
lems. That’s what pre-
natal care is for.”
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Premature and low birth weight babies often have multiple long-term problems. The inci-
dence of prematurity and low birth weight can be lessened through good prenatal
care.

Born too smallBorn too small

Factors affecting premature births

• Factors affecting preterm birth fall into the following categories: 
-- Demographic characteristics
-- Genetic characteristics
-- Behavioral and environmental factors
-- Medical and obstetrical history of the mother

• The most consistently identified risk factors include a history of
preterm birth,  multiple pregnancy, and uterine or cervical abnor-
malities.

• Other possible risk factors include: infection, diabetes mellitus,
hypertension, late or no prenatal care, smoking, alcohol and drug
use.

• In Alabama in 2004, 14.2% of single births were preterm, com-
pared to 69.6% of multiple births. Multiple births represent 3.5% of
live births in Alababma.

• Smoking is an important factor that determines the health and
birth weight of babies. In 2003, 25.6% of women of childbearing
age in Alabama were smokers.

• While being obese does not directly cause preterm delivery, it
does increase rates of medical complications that do contribute to
it. In Alabama, 30.7% of women of childbearing age were obese in
2003.

(Information from the March of Dimes)

Studies have found that certain
lifestyle and environmental fac-
tors may mean a greater risk for
preterm delivery:

• Late or no prenatal care
• Smoking

• Drinking alcohol
• Using illegal drugs

• Exposure to the medication DES
• Domestic violence, including phys-

ical, sexual, or emotional abuse
• Lack of social support

• Stress
• Long working hours with long

periods of standing

Lifestyle dangers
for your infant
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