an underground internet movement for
freebirthing gaining steady momentum
in the UK, and for women such as Clio
to make their decisions.

‘My first birth was really upsetting
so when I was six months pregnant
with my second child, I began surfing
maternity websites for reassurance and
stumbled on the concept of freebirthing,’
says Clio. ‘Here was an alternative to
my last experience. I saw a video of
a woman giving birth alone in a pool
outside, laughing. She had this incredible
look of joy on her face. I just couldn’t
believe a child could be born in such a
wonderful setting and I knew I wanted
that for myself. My husband was initially
concerned, then supportive.

Clio’s son Lucien was born at home in
the guest bedroom. She ran a bath, put
orchids and candles in the room and ‘gave
birth quietly in the birth pool within two
hours’. Clio says, ‘Unlike my hospital
birth, it wasn’t painful, but a totally
intimate and emotional experience.

I wasn’t scared of anything going wrong
because I’'d done my research and T had
100% trust in my body to give birth
gently. You’re not going to have an easy
birth if you arrive in hospital feeling
terrified like I did first time around.’

WORTH THE RISK?

But while advocates such as Clio extol
the virtues of freebirthing, medical
professionals are increasingly worried
about the trend. For this reason, many
women decide halfway through their
pregnancy to keep their freebirth
decision quiet, even from their midwife,
knowing it will be met by disapproval.
They later say that the baby arrived too
quickly for them to get to the hospital,
which most medical professionals argue
is naive and irresponsible.

Pat O’Brien, a consultant at University
College Hospital (UCL) in London, is a
spokesperson for the Royal College of
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists. His
long career has made him aware of just
how important it is to have medical
assistance nearby during birth. As a
member of a UCL maternal mortality
programme in Uganda, where women
give birth alone all the time, he knows
the dangers first-hand. ‘Childbirth has
become so safe and sanitised in the West
that people have forgotten how risky it is
without help,” he says. ‘I’ve seen cases in
Africa and India where women have bled
to death, or a baby born not breathing
ends up with brain damage for want
of simple resuscitation techniques that
a trained midwife would be able to

administer. We are ultimately dealing
with one of life’s unpredictable events.

Until our grandparents’ generation,
Pat points out, it was common for
women to die in childbirth. Even in our
mothers’ day, many babies died during
labour. Pat argues that, with all the
experience and technical advancement
of medical science,
it would be unwise
for women to leave
themselves open to
unnecessary risk.
For while Pat
supports home
births for women
and babies who
are low risk, he
advocates always
having a midwife on hand. After all,
figures from the Royal College of
Midwives show that 30% of low-risk
pregnancies transfer to hospitals on
account of complications during delivery.

‘There is always a small chance of
something going wrong during labour or
birth,” says Pat. “Women may think that
if this happens during a freebirth they

‘Unlike my
hogpital birth, it
wasn't painful

- it was Intimate
and ermotional

will just call for an ambulance. But they
may be unable to and it may be too late.’

DANGER IN DELIVERIES
A close look at some freebirth cases —even
successful ones — does sound a note of
alarm. Clio Howie’s baby was born with
the cord wrapped twice around his neck.
‘My husband
was behind me and
checked the cord
wasn’t too tight,’ says
Clio. Tdidn’t panic —
T unwrapped the cord
when my baby was
born. I would not
have put his health
at risk knowingly.’
The legality of
freebirthing is also a grey area. Although
the law states it’s an offence for anyone
not registered as a midwife or doctor to
‘attend a woman in childbirth’, this does
not apply to emergencies when a partner
has had to deliver a baby. Also, a woman
can’t be prosecuted for giving birth alone.
But what if — as in many freebirthing
cases — Clio’s husband had not been =
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