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When “Louise,” a suc-
cessfuL TV producer, 
talks about children, her 
voice softens and her arms 
instinctively open wide, as 
if to welcome a baby into 
them. “strangely enough, 
now would be the best time 
in my life to have a child,” 
the 53-year-old says. “i’m 
settled in my career, i feel 
secure and confident and, a 
few years ago, i finally met 
the man who is the love 
of my life.” Louise has not 
reached menopause yet, and 
it is clear she has everything 
it takes to be a good moth- 
er. But nature, statistics and 
public opinion stand be-
tween her and her desire. 

even if the trend in the de-
veloped world is for women 
to have children late in life, 
the hard fact remains that 
22 per cent of women are infertile be-
tween the ages of 35 and 39, a number 
that only increases as they age. 

even so, celebrities such as Madonna 
and susan sarandon have seized head-
lines by giving birth after 40, and John 
Travolta’s wife, Kelly Preston, who turns 
48 in october, is expecting later this year. 
(cheryl Tiegs, the famous model from 
the ’70s and ’80s, became a mother at 52. 
Tiegs reportedly used her own eggs, but 
a surrogate carried her twins.) and in 
india, a woman said to be 70 gave birth 
to triplets in 2008. But these experiences 
hide the real story: women rarely man-
age to get pregnant after 45 without the 
help of costly, difficult and far-from-
guaranteed fertility treatments. even if 

an older woman succeeds in conceiving, 
her risk of miscarrying or having a baby 
with genetic anomalies such as Down 
syndrome are greater than they are with 
younger mothers.

While having babies later in life has 
risen sharply in countries such as the 
u.K. (where the number of women hav-
ing children after 50 increased 24-fold 
between 1992 and 2002 and where a 
66-year-old gave birth last year) and the 
united states (where one 66-year-old 
spanish woman seeking fertility treat-
ment convinced doctors she was 55), the 
phenomenon has not reached canada 
— yet. of 367,000 births here in 2007, 
only about 500 women between the ages 
of 45 and 49 gave birth. in fact, women 

over 49 do not even register 
on statistics canada’s radar 
in that regard.  

so, even with a whole array 
of new reproductive tech- 
nologies ranging from emb- 
ryonic implants — or in 
vitro fertilization (iVf) — to 
embryonic and egg preserva-
tion, birth after 45 remains a 
marginal phenomenon, at 
least for now. “This is bound 
to change,” says Dr. françois 
Bissonnette, past president 
of the canadian fertility  
and andrology society, who 
is against late pregnancies 
because of the increased 
health risks, both for the 
baby and for the mother. “at 
our clinic, we perform man-
datory evaluations of cardiac 
and respiratory functions on 
women over 45. Let’s not kid 
ourselves; being pregnant 

is extremely strenuous on the body,” 
he says. Bissonnette, who also works 
at the oVo private clinic in Montreal, 
estimates that women over 45 have 
five times the risk of developing health 
complications during a pregnancy. 
But despite the potential risks, he and 
other fertility experts predict there will 
be more and more women seeking to 
have children later in life. These women 
know that technology has improved 
fertility treatments, and they want to 
enjoy a full career before they engage in 
motherhood. 

Dr. seang Lin Tan, director of the Mc-
Gill Reproductive centre in Montreal 
and one of the world’s pioneers in egg 
preservation,   Continued on page 125  
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tick-tock
childbirth later in life? the future, where women in their late  

40s, 50s, 60s and beyond could get pregnant and carry a child to term, is now. 
but, Véronique Morin asks, can science really outsmart mother nature?
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is certainly working to further that aim. 
his team has recently developed a tech-
nique that leads to a two-fold increase in 
the viability of a frozen egg, which 
means that eggs are preserved a stagger-
ing 85 per cent of the time. Most current 
preservation techniques are less effect-
ive, offering only a mere 40 to 50 per 
cent guarantee.  

although egg conservation was de-
veloped for women wanting to preserve 
their fertility before undergoing cancer 
treatment and other conditions that 
lead to early menopause, Tan admits it 
also has the potential to offer a lot of 
freedom to those women who want to 
postpone motherhood. Women should 
be encouraged to have children while 
they’re in their 20s, he insists, but if they 
do not have a partner at that stage in life, 
they can preserve their eggs in order to 
prevent potential problems caused by 
using older eggs later.

Most women who come to his office 
fall into that category, but he adds, “i 
have had young women coming to my 
office in tears because they had been 
dumped by their husbands, and they 
are asking me to preserve their eggs for 
when they would meet the right man. 
how can i refuse them?” 

so his clinic is now nesting the frozen 
eggs of somewhere between 20 and 40 
women who might one day wish to have 
them fertilized and implanted in their 
wombs.  

according to McGill’s code of ethics, 
if one of those women returned after 
reaching 53 years of age to ask for an 
implant, his clinic would have to refuse. 
But Tan believes that once the physical 
barriers to later pregnancy are toppled, 
there should be no further barriers 
thrown up by society. “There should be 
no double standards. Women should be 
allowed to establish a full career — like 
men do — before they have kids, if this 
is what they wish,” he says. 

But such supporters of later-in-life 
pregnancy in the medical and scien-
tific community are rare. Marc-andré  
sirard, DVM, PhD and canada Research 
chair in animal Reproductive applied 
functional Genomics, recently patented 

a technique to identify high-quality eggs 
— those that will lead to a successful 
fertilization and pregnancy — through 
genetic markers. although his inven-
tion could eventually help older women 
become pregnant with their own eggs, 
he is categorically opposed to it, arguing 
that by having children when younger, 
women have less need to take medicine 
or require less medical support for their 
pregnancies. “of course, it will be out of 
my hands if it becomes commercialized, 
but i hope it doesn’t encourage women 
to try to get pregnant when they are 
older. Women should not try to have 
babies after 35,” he says. 

a recent study out of the university of 
st andrews and the university of edin-
burgh gives weight to sirard’s somewhat 
old-fashioned but medically sound view 
that women should have children in 
their early 20s. The research (published 
in the journal Public Library of Science 
One this past January) surveyed 325 
women in the u.K., europe and the u.s. 
it indicated that by the time they reach 
30, most women only have 12 per cent 
of the eggs they had at birth left. The 
study also underlines the important fact 
that the number of eggs women are born 
with varies enormously. some women 
with as few as 35,000 per ovary at birth 
will have an earlier menopause; others, 
with more than 2.5 million per ovary at 
birth, will experience menopause later.  

Behind the arena of debate, where 
both camps voice extreme opinions 
over whether women should have chil-
dren late in life, hides the unspoken 
issue of money. 

“There is a political reflection right 
now on financial support of fertility 
treatment, but there has to be a cap on 
the age of women seeking those treat-
ments,” says sirard. fertility treatments 
can cost on average anywhere between 
$15,000 and $50,000. While fertility 
groups advocate that governments 
should help pay for treatments, they run 
into concerns and opposition when fig-
ures show that many of the users are 
older women trying to use science to 
push their biological clocks beyond na-
ture’s design.  
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