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The March of Dimes gives Utah a C grade for its percentage of babies born prematurely. 

Preliminary 2008 figures show 11 percent of Utah infants were born too early, amounting to 

about 6,000 babies a year. 

The national goal is for no more than 7.6 percent of babies to be born prematurely. With a rate of 

12.3 percent, the nation as a whole earned a D from the annual March of Dimes Premature Birth 

Report Card, released Wednesday. 

Doctors and researchers don‟t know all the reasons for premature births, but they have zeroed in 

on risk factors such as smoking, insufficient prenatal care and what is called late pre-term birth, 

which describes babies born between 34 and 37 weeks gestation. A full-term baby is 40 weeks. 

Utah improved on two of those measures, with a drop in the percentage of women who smoke 

(down to 8 percent) and women who are uninsured. 

But with 17 percent of women of child-bearing age uninsured, more should be done, says 

Stephen McDonald, March of Dimes Director of Program Services in Utah. 

“When you don‟t have health insurance, that‟s a barrier to getting early prenatal care,” he said. 

He points to Utah‟s “restrictive” eligibility requirements for women to qualify for Medicaid: 

They can make no more than 133 percent of the federal poverty level, or $19,378 for a single 

pregnant woman, and have less than $5,000 in assets. Most states set the limit at 185 percent or 

higher, which is what McDonald would like to see Utah do. The cost of extending benefits was 

not readily available Tuesday. 

Utah also doesn‟t extend Medicaid benefits to women after they‟ve had a baby, except for the 

federally mandated six weeks. McDonald would like to see benefits offered to non-pregnant 

women as well so they can receive family planning services that could help them space out their 

pregnancies, another potential cause of premature births. 



A state analysis shows such a program would initially cost $780,000 but would save $822,000 

the following year by reducing unintended pregnancies and avoiding health problems, says 

Lincoln Nehring, senior health policy analyst for Voices for Utah Children. 

He said the federal health care reform law requires that states that offer the program to provide 

services to men as well. That cost was unknown Tuesday. 

“Policy leaders always get nervous when you start talking about issues that involve sex,” he said. 

But if they can get past their initial hesitation and see the cost savings, the program make sense, 

he said. 

Utah hasn‟t reduced the number of late pre-term births: They stayed steady at 8.4 percent despite 

a nationally lauded program by Intermountain Healthcare to virtually eliminate deliveries that are 

induced by choice of the doctor or mother before 39 weeks gestation. 

“We need all health care providers in all hospitals doing more to make sure that happens,” 

McDonald said. And mothers need to be educated about the importance of delivering a full-term 

baby. 

Babies born even a couple of weeks early are at risk for respiratory and feeding problems and are 

up to three times more likely to be admitted to intensive care, according to Intermountain. 

Noting that parents may want to schedule their deliveries around the upcoming holidays, 

McDonald urged them to let nature take its course. 

“One of the best Christmas presents you can give your baby is a full 40 weeks of pregnancy,” he 

said. 
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