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You may be considering using immersion in water for your 
labour and/or birth. This brochure is designed to help you 
make an informed choice for you and your baby. 
You may be required to supply your own inflatable pool and 
equipment, including hoses, tap fittings and a debris net. 
These are available for hire from external providers.  
Please discuss with your birthing hospital.

Benefits for you and your baby
Water births are associated with minimal risks for both the 
woman and baby when care is provided by midwives and/or 
doctors who follow best practice guidelines. Women report the 
following benefits could include but are not limited to:
•	 Increased feelings of control and satisfaction
•	 Water immersion appears to be aligned with a positive birth 

experience 
•	 Water immersion is an effective pain relief
•	 Water immersion provides an opportunity for skin-to-skin contact
•	 Water immersion allows the woman to move more freely 

(buoyancy). 

Exploring your choices
•	 Firstly, confirm with your maternity care provider if immersion in 

water for labour and/or birth is an option.
•	 Include this as part of your birth plan. 
•	 Talk to a midwife and/or doctor to find out more information, in 

particular: 
»	 Whether there are any reasons why immersion in water for 

labour and/or birth is not advisable for you
»	 The benefits and risks to you and your baby
»	 Details about when you would be required to leave the water.

•	 You will be asked to sign an agreement form if you choose to use 
water for your labour and/or birth. 

Common concerns about using water  
for labour and/or birth
You and your baby may get too hot
If your body overheats your baby may also overheat. This 
can cause the baby’s heart rate to increase. You should feel 
comfortable in the water but not too hot. During your labour and 
birth, your midwife will check your temperature and the water 
temperature regularly. You may be asked to leave the water if you 
are too warm. 

Infection control
There are strict guidelines for keeping the water clean and clear 
during labour and birth, and for cleaning the bath or pool to 
minimise the possibility of infection.

Prevention of water inhalation
If you choose to stay in water to birth, your baby should be born 
completely immersed in the water, then gently but immediately 
lifted out of the water face 
down. There should be minimal 
handling of the baby under 
the water to prevent the baby 
initiating breathing.
Once your baby is brought to 
the surface, your baby’s head 
should be kept above the water 
so that breathing can start, and 
potential inhalation of water 
can be prevented.
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Conditions for using water during your labour
•	 You must never be alone while immersed in the water.

•	 Your midwife will advise you about the best time to enter the 
water. 

•	 The bath or pool must be filled with only pure tap water with 
no additives such as bath oils, gels, soaps or salt. 

•	 When sitting in the bath or pool the water should reach the 
level of your breasts.

•	 You should feel comfortably warm.

•	 You can leave the water at any time.

•	 You must leave the water to urinate. 

•	 You should keep well hydrated throughout the labour to avoid 
dehydration. 

•	 You must leave the water when advised to do so by the 
midwife and/or doctor:
»	 If there are changes in the baby’s heart rate 
»	 If the colour of your waters are not clear
»	 If your midwife and/or doctor has any concerns for you or 

your baby.

Who can use water for labour and/or birth?
You and your baby must fit all of the following criteria to use a 
bath or pool for your labour and/or birth:

•	 Have no medical or pregnancy complications risk factors 

•	 Be having only one baby who is presenting head first

•	 Be at least 37 weeks pregnant 

•	 Not be a carrier of, or infected with HIV, Hepatitis B or C virus

•	 Weigh less that 125kg after 37 completed weeks of pregnancy 
- this is to ensure your safe evacuation from the pool should 
the need arise

•	 When your waters break, they need to be clear in colour

•	 Your observations and your baby’s heart rate must remain 
within the normal range

•	 If you have had an injection for pain relief, you cannot enter 
the water within two hours of the injection. It may be longer 
depending on the side effects. 

Special circumstances 
This includes a vaginal birth after a previous caesarean section.
This requires discussion between yourself and a doctor, to 
enable an assessment of you and your baby’s individual risks. 
The plan can then be recorded in your notes.
If your baby requires continuous monitoring of its heart rate 
during labour and birth, the appropriate monitoring equipment 
needs to be available for immersion in water to be facilitated.
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Further information 
Chapter 5 of the Pregnancy, birth, and your baby: A guide to your care with 
Women and Newborn Health Service provides information about giving birth.   
If you have any further questions or require additional information, please discuss 
the use of immersion in water during labour and/or birth with your midwife or 
doctor. 
Evidence-based information and further reading about the use of water for labour 
and/or birth are available from:
Australian College of Midwives. (2023). Position statement on the use of water 
immersion for labour and birth. Downloaded from https://midwives.org.au/Web/
Web/About-ACM/Guiding-Documents.aspx . 
Burns, E., Feeley, P., Hall, J., Vanderlaan, J. (2022). Systematic review and meta-
analysis to examine intrapartum interventions, and maternal and neonatal 
outcomes following immersion in water during labour and waterbirth. BMJ Open 
vol. 12 (7). 
Cluett, E., Burns, E., Cuthbert, A. (2018). Immersion in water during labour and 
birth (review). Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews issue 5.  
Available full text from https://www.cochranelibrary.com/cdsr/
doi/10.1002/14651858.CD000111.pub4/full 
Cooper, M., & Warland, J. (2022). The views and perceptions of water immersion 
for labor and birth from women who had birthed in Australia but had not used this 
option. European Journal of Midwifery (6) 54.
Government of Western Australia. Department of Health. (2023).  
Water immersion during labour and birth: state-wide standard. Perth, WA: Office 
of the Chief Nurse and Midwife.  
Hill, Milli. (2014). Water birth: stories to inspire and inform. London, UK: 
Lonely Scribe.
RANZCOG. (2021). Water immersion during labour and birth.  
Downloaded from https://ranzcog.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Water-
immersion-during-labour-and-birth.pdf accessed on the 13/07/2023.
Seed, E., Kearney, E., Weaver, E., Ryan., G Nugent, R. (2023). A prospective cohort 
study comparing neonatal outcomes of waterbirth and land birth in an Australian 
tertiary maternity unit. Aust N Z J Obstet Gynaecol vol 63 (1)  
pages 59-65.  

The Women and Newborn Health Library is a free library service that specialises 
in women’s health, pregnancy, childbirth and infant care. 
For more information about the library, please call (08) 6458 1100  
or visit https://kemh.libguides.com/wnhl 

If you choose to birth in water 
•	 All the conditions for immersion in water during labour and/or 

birth must be met at all times.
•	 You must leave the water if the midwife or doctor is concerned 

about you or your baby’s wellbeing and safety. 
•	 You must be assisted when you leave the water to avoid any 

injury to you or your baby. 
•	 The baby must be kept warm after birth using skin-to-skin 

contact, drying the head and keeping the rest of the body 
under water. 

•	 The baby must be removed from the water immediately if they 
need help to breathe. 

•	 You must leave the water for the birth of your  placenta, unless 
you are having a physiological third stage.

•	 If you require stitches, this procedure will be delayed for at 
least one hour after you leave the water. 
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This document can be made available in alternative formats on request.

Ask a staff member about free nicotine therapy  
to help your cravings during your hospital stay.

We are proud to be a smoke-free site.  
Thank you for not smoking or vaping.

Women and Newborn Health Service
King Edward Memorial Hospital 
     374 Bagot Road, Subiaco WA 6008 
     (08) 6458 2222 
     ogccu@health.wa.gov.au 
     kemh.health.wa.gov.au
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