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C-section babies have different gut
bacteria to those born vaginally

A new study has found that the method of delivery affects the bacteria in a
baby's gut, although the impact of these findings is currently unknown.

The research, published in Nature, found that babies who are born vaginally
have different gut bacteria, called the microbiome, than babies delivered
by caesarean section.

Babies born by caesarean carried more bacteria associated with the
hospital in their guts, whereas babies born vaginally got most of their gut
bacteria from their mother.

Currently, the researchers don't know what the impact of the gut
microbiome at birth has on future health. Royal College of Obstetricians
and Gynaecologists (RCOG) has said that the findings should not deter
women from caesarean births.

The gut microbiome is thought to be important for the development of the
immune system but there is currently little research into how gut bacteria
develop and change in the early stages of life. There is some evidence to
show that not exposing a child to the right microbes in childhood could
contribute to the development of autoimmune diseases like asthma,
allergies and diabetes.

"The first weeks of life are a critical window of development of the baby's
immune system, but we know very little about it,” said Principal Investigator
of the Baby Biome Study, Professor Peter Brocklehurst, of the University of
Birmingham. "We urgently need to follow up this study, looking at these
babies as they grow, to see if early differences in the microbiome lead to
any health issues. Further studies will help us understand the role of gut
bacteria in early life and could help us develop therapeutics to create a
healthy microbiome.”
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The researchers studied gut bacteria from faecal (poo) samples from
nearly 600 babies and 175 mothers. They found that the gut bacteria found
in vaginally delivered babies actually came from the mother's gut rather
than her vaginal bacteria. Babies delivered by caesarean section carried
more bacteria associated with a hospital environment.

Some babies are swabbed with vaginal bacteria from the mother after a
caesarean section as previous studies suggested that vaginal bacteria was
swallowed by the baby on its way down the birth canal. However, these new
findings highlight that this is likely of no benefit and could in fact be
introducing harmful bacteria into the baby's gut.

Mothers who will be delivering by caesarean section are routinely offered
antibiotics before the delivery to prevent them developing infections after
the operation. The researchers believe that this could play a role in the
microbiome of their babies.

Whilst babies born by caesarean section carry different bacteria in the
early days of life, the differences in babies’ gut microbiomes at birth do
eventually level out, leading the researchers to question the overall impact
of the findings on a child's future health.

"Our study showed that as the babies grow and take in bacteria when they
feed and from everything around them, their gut microbiomes become
more similar to each other,” said Dr Nigel Field, a senior author on the paper
from UCL.

"After they have been weaned, the microbiome differences between babies
born via caesarean and delivered vaginally have mainly evened out. We
don't yet know whether the initial differences we found will have any health
implications.”

Because there isn't yet further research into the impact of the baby

microbiome, the RCOG has warned not to avoid caesarean sections as a
result of the study.
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Dr Alison Wright, Vice President of the RCOG, said: 'In many cases, a
caesarean is a life-saving procedure, and can be the right choice for a
woman and her baby. The exact role of the microbiome in the newborn and
what factors can change it are still uncertain, so we don't think this study
should deter women from having a caesarean. This study shows that more
research is required to improve our understanding of this important area.”

This study was published in Nature.
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