8. Lifestyle and Fertility


8.1. Reproduction and Fertility
Q1. Do you want to have children? How many?

The capability to bear healthy children depends on our genes, the conditions under which we live, and the ways in which we behave. Many environmental and behavioral factors, including nutrition, exercise, poverty and drug abuse, contribute to ill health and poor fertility. Therefore fertility may be a good indicator of an individual’s overall health status in certain circumstances. 

8.2 Fertility Declines with Age

Female infertility is normally age dependent and increases from 30 years of age to the menopause; while age-related rise in male infertility is more gradual. Children who are born to older parents, especially older mothers, also stand a greater risk of having chromosomal abnormalities. One of these is Downs’s syndrome, caused by an extra copy of chromosome 21. Chromosomal abnormalities increase with maternal age because the mother’s oocytes, or eggs, remain ‘frozen’ in their first meiotic division from early in her fetal life.  Increasing paternal age also raises the chances that a child will have certain medical problems. Genetic anomalies in a man’s sperm also increase over his lifetime because the sperm precursor cell stocks (immature spermatogonia) are constantly dividing to produce new sperm. Thus, an older man’s sperm are the product of a greater total number of cell divisions, and each round of DNA replication carries a chance of introducing a harmful mutation. 

8.3 Many Conceptuses Do Not Survive

More than half of all human conceptuses are genetically abnormal and have little or no chance of giving rise to a baby. It is generally recognized that human fecundity rate (= the probability of achieving a clinical recognized pregnancy within any given menstrual cycle) is about 25% and high levels of fertilization failures or early developmental death, are the norm at conception. Most abnormal conceptuses are lost at very early stages, failing to implant or implanting so briefly before they die so that menstruation proceeds regularly and the mother is never aware of their existence. 

In some cases, environmental factors such as alcohol consumption, general anesthesia, or X-ray exposure around the time of ovulation or fertilization may trigger chromosomal abnormalities. Spontaneous abortion is one of nature’s way to counter negative environmental factors. 

The causes of most human congenital anomalies at birth are unknown because the majority of common disorders, such as heart disease, diabetes and cancer, are caused by a combination of genetic and environmental factors. If there are many factors we say that  the cause is multifactorial in origin. Reproductive health depends upon the smooth succession of physical, physiological, behavioral, intellectual, emotional and spiritual change through which each individual passes from conception to death. 
Think about some of the factors that affect fertility. Think about what you can do.

(i) Nutrition and Reproduction

Food restriction and abnormal eating behavior (as in obesity and anorexia nervosa) lower normal fertility levels. Good nutrition is also vital during pregnancy. 

(ii) Exercise and Reproduction

There is a positive correlation between exercise, improved fitness and enhanced sexuality and bearing a healthy child. Generally pregnant women should engage in moderate, low-impact forms of exercise; such as brisk walking and swimming, but should avoid exercises that significantly raise the body temperature. 

(iii) Substance Abuse and Reproduction

Heavy alcohol consumption during fertilization and pregnancy increases the likelihood of birth defects and infant death. Drinking whilst pregnant is also associated with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS 

Smoking by either the father or mother increases the likelihood of spontaneous abortion, premature birth, low birth weight, congenital malformations and childhood cancer. 

Fetal exposure to addictive drugs such as cocaine, heroin, and nicotine cause the baby to be born in an addicted state, as well as having the other harmful effects listed above. Lifestyle of both mother and father can affect their gametes and the baby.

(iv) Other causes of male infertility and the environment

Endocrine disruptors disturb sex hormone function regulating adult fertility by mimicking or antagonizing sex hormone activity. These hormone disruptors include agricultural pesticides and a variety of industrial chemicals such as the polychlorinated biphenyls or PCBs. Agricultural workers experience a decline in their sperm number proportional to the degree of pesticide exposure. Whether endocrine disruptors are also responsible for the observed sperm decline in the general population is not clear. However, if this steady decline continues then male fertility would be severely reduced within a few generations.  

 (v) Poverty, Population and Development

Certain social/ethnic minority groups are significantly disadvantaged compared with the general population.  Indigenous people in Australia and the United States, for example, experience various forms of difficulties simultaneously, including social discrimination, which can be recognized by the high level of low birth weight infant and excessive neonatal mortality. 

 “Good health is a basic human right, especially among poor people afflicted with disease who are isolated, forgotten, ignored, and often without hope. Just to know that someone cares about them can not only ease their physical pain but also remove an element of alienation and anger that can lead to hatred and violence.”  

Former U.S. President Jimmy Carter http://www.cartercenter.org/healthprograms
Questions

Q2. Do you think that everyone has a right to have a child? 

Q3. Does every child in your society have an equal chance to grow up healthy?
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