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In view of the increasing importance of prenatal evaluation of fetal lung maturity, 
a simplified method for gas chromatographic determination of fatty acids in 
amniotic fluid was recently developed in our Institutes (2). 

According to data from other Authors (1 · 5 · 9) palmitic acid/stearic acid ratio 
(P /S ratio) was selected as indicator for the presence of lung surfactant in 
amniotic fluid; precisely, when palmitic acid/stearic acid ratio is equal or 
superior to 5, an acceptable degree of fetal lung maturity can be assumed. 

The same method developed by us for fatty acids in amniotic fluid was also 
applied with minor modifications to vernix caseosa (3). In the present paper the 
data concerning 20 paired samples of amniotic fluid and vernix caseosa of the 
same subjects are presented; this has two purposes: first, to investigate possible 
correlations between palmitic acid/ stearic acid ratio of vernix caseosa and of 
amniotic fluid; secondly, to evaluate the role of vernix contamination of amniotic 
fluid samples used for predicting fetal lung maturity. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

20 amniotic fluid samples were obtained from healthy gravidas at term either 
by means of high puncture of the membranes (Drew-Smythe catheter) or by 
means of transparietal puncture of the amniotic cavity at caesarean section in 
cases with intact membranes. When the baby was born, vernix caseosa was 
collected immediately after birth directly from the skin using small soft plastic 
containers. The technical details of the procedures for fatty acids determination 
are described in the papers by Castello et al. (2 · 3) and will not be repeated here. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The results of the determinations of P /S ratio in our series of 20 paired samples 
of amniotic fluid and vernix caseosa are summarized in table I. It is easily 
seen that the figures for P /S ratio of vernix caseosa are always higher than the 
corresponding figures in amniotic fluid and that on occasions the difference is 
rather great; furthermore, there is no correlation between the values of vernix 
caseosa and those of amniotic fluid. 

This observation has more than theoretical interest, because one of the main 
problems of prenatal evaluation of fetal lung maturity by means of amniotic 
fluid studies is the possibility of erroneous interpretations due to interference by 
contaminants. 

Vernix caseosa is one of the major particulate contaminants of amniotic fluid, 
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