Placenta, controlled by baby’s genes, is bellwhether for fetal and maternal health

Minutes after a baby girl was born on a recent morning at UCSF Medical Center here, her placenta — a
pulpy blob of an organ that is usually thrown away — was packed up and carried off like treasure through
a maze of corridors to the laboratory of Susan Fisher, a professor of obstetrics, gynecology and
reproductive sciences.

There, scientists set upon the tissue with scalpels, forceps and an array of chemicals to extract its weirdly
powerful cells, which storm the uterus like an invading army and commandeer a woman’s body for nine
months to keep her fetus alive. The placenta is the life support system for the fetus. A disk of tissue
attached to the uterine lining on one side and to the umbilical cord on the other, it grows from the
embryo’s cells, not the mother’s. It is sometimes called the afterbirth: It comes out after the baby is born,
usually weighing about a pound, or a sixth of the baby’s weight.

It provides oxygen, nourishment and waste disposal, doing the job of the lungs, liver, kidneys and other
organs until the fetal ones kick in. If something goes wrong with the placenta, devastating problems can
result, including miscarriage, stillbirth, prematurity, low birth weight and pre-eclampsia, a condition that
drives up the mother’s blood pressure and can kill her and the fetus. A placenta much smaller or larger
than average is often a sign of trouble. Increasingly, researchers think placental disorders can
permanently alter the health of mother and child.

“The placenta has essentially been called the chronicle of intrauterine life,” said Rebecca Baergen,
perinatal pathologist. “It really tells the story of what's been going on. It plays the role of many organs —
liver, kidney, respiratory, endocrine. It can give you a lot of information about the baby’s and the mom'’s
health.”
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