
 
Evidence for Transplacental Transmission of Lyme disease  

in Humans and Animals 
 
Evidence for transmission of Borrelia burgdorferi in pregnancy, from mother to placenta and/or 
fetus/neonate/child includes 38 cases of possible or probable congenital Lyme infection and 28 cases of 
placental infection.  In an additional 2 cases, Bb DNA has been identified in human breastmilk. 
 

• 21 cases whereby Borrelia burgdorferi or Borrelia spp. was identified via autopsy of fetal or neonate 
tissue. 1–11 

• 1 case of a child who died at age 7 because of cerebral complications of congenital Lyme borreliosis, 
positive serology at birth and PCR positive placenta.12 

• 16 cases of live-birth, neonatal infection and adverse outcomes, including two cases where Bb 
antibodies were identified in the cerebral spinal fluid (CSF) of infected symptomatic neonates.5,10–23 

• 2 cases of live-birth, Bb identified by PCR in cordblood of infants whose mothers were treated.23 

• 28 cases whereby Bb has been identified in placenta:  17 cases Bb identified by PCR in placentas of 
treated pregnant women 9,10,12,23,24 2 cases Bb identified by PCR in placentas of (treatment not stated) 
pregnancies.25 4 cases Bb identified in placenta by histology/staining/IFA in untreated pregnancies. 5 
5 cases Bb identified in placenta by histology/staining/MoAb in treated pregnancies.5,11,26,27 

• 2 cases whereby Bb has been identified in breastmilk by PCR of untreated women with EM rash.28 
 
In animals, studies have reported transplacental transmission of Borrelia burgdorferi under experimental 
conditions (mice and dogs) 29–32  and in natural populations of mice, 33–35 horses,36 cows,37,38 coyotes,39 and 
foxes.40 
 
The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 41 and Health Canada 42 currently acknowledge 
the risk of maternal-fetal transmission of Lyme disease on their respective websites. The UK Royal Society 
of Obstetricians and Gynecologists lists Lyme disease as one of the infectious organisms which can cross 
the placenta leading to late intrauterine fetal death and stillbirth.43  Guidelines issued by the Swiss Society 
for Infectious Diseases report that transplacental infections with B. burgdorferi can be seen in all three 
trimesters.44  
 
The current (8th) edition of the authoritative medical reference textbook on congenital infections, 
Remington and Klein’s Infectious Diseases of the Fetus and Newborn Infant, includes Borrelia burgdorferi 
as one of several pathogenic microorganisms responsible for infection of the fetus.45  
 
Guidelines for the diagnosis and treatment of pregnant women with Lyme disease, diagnostic criteria for 
infants suspected of congenital infection, and treatment recommendations for both mother and baby were 
developed by experts from the CDC (1990)46 and Infectious Diseases Society for Obstetrics and 
Gynecology (1992 and 2000).47,48 Currently there are no interim guidelines for the diagnosis and treatment 
of gestational and congenital Lyme disease, but they are needed.49 
 
Publications specifically addressing Lyme disease and pregnancy,19,50–62 vector-borne infections in 
pregnancy,63–67 fetal /congenital infections,45,68–70 epidemiology of Lyme disease,71 pathology associated with 
congenital Lyme,5,72,73 infectious causes of stillbirth,74–76 and Lyme disease in general, 77–84 address maternal-
fetal transmission of the Lyme disease spirochete and risk of adverse pregnancy outcomes.   
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